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I.

Anaïs settled back into her booth with a sigh. There was a prestigious conference on archaeology at Columbia University and the Museum of Natural History, the NYC ComiCon, a big Neo-pagan event *and* a LBGT Pridefest in the space of ten days or so...

She had co-presented a paper at the archaeology conference with her dear chum, Gracie, dealing with Asian mystical traditions...she had been persuaded by some of the younger pagans, mystics and psychics she tutored into overseeing their 'field trip' to ComiCon--and much to her (and their) suprise, she'd actually had a good time...and joined a spirited debate in several panels dealing with the culture and iconic impact of both Star Wars and Star Trek. Anaïs and Gracie had stood the youngsters on their ears with her keen insights into the Force and her own thoughts on the Jedi Code and how both related to various real-world forms of mysticism and Oriental religio-philosophical traditions.

Two down, and two to go, Anaïs thought to herself as she rubbed her temples. The easy part had been the conference and NYC ComiCon...Beltane tended to bring all sorts out of the woodwork. Everything from the serious, dedicated and responsible Neo-pagans, neophytes and mystics, whose presence she enjoyed in Little Avalon.

It was the dabblers and fluffy-bunny types that caused the most trouble on every one of the High Sabbats or holy days that dominated most aspects of Neo-pagan religion, and made the most work for her network of psychics and mystics to clean up...small wonder Anaïs wasn't in the best of moods--given that she'd spent the better part of the last 36 hours dispelling elementals, ill-considered love and lust spells, curses and minor imps, cherubim and the like.

And now, she had to work on prying a Glytch out of the servers at Stark Solutions... The dark-haired Devi was up to her pointed ears in some kind of codemonkeying, and when she dove into programmming a new spell, it was damned hard to distract her...even for a fellow with Dion's rockstar good looks--long dark brown-black hair, leaf green eyes and the literal body of a Greek god--weren't enough to distract her from what she had her mind on.

Dion had brought Anaïs a frosty bottle of his new cherry-wheat paleale and a generous bowl of fresh chicken fettucine alfredo that he'd garnished with pink onions, fresh parsley and grated Romano and Parmesan, her favourite Caesar salad and breadsticks were neatly placed in front of her.

"Hey..Olympus to Anaïs?" Dion teased her, as he gently tugged on the thick braid haphazardly tossed over her shoulder. He was ready for the automatic attempt to swat his hand away, "C'mon...it's dinner time..."

Anaïs ignored Dion's attempts to get her attention as she battled the Glytch--a technomagical phenomenan--that oft turned up in high-end datacentres. Her fingers danced over the keyboard of her sleek laptop almost faster than the average eye could see--though Dion could See the magic she worked, deconstructing the Glytch as it struggled to escape her datacage programme.

Ten minutes later, she finally slowed down and deleted the last bits of code some wannabe technomancer had unleashed on the unwitting Tony Stark's private servers...Dion was still sitting beside her, tugging on her braid from time to time...in spite of how much she detested that...she rarely followed up on her promises to turn Dion into a woman--he'd enjoy that too much, nor a ball python, becuase then he'd find a way to slither into places he shouldn't, nor a frog--because that'd likely land him on the menu at one of those snooty restaurants on the Upper East Side...

Dion's arm around her shoulders didn't bother her, nor did his tendency to be a very tactile person, rubbing the tension out of her shoulders and neck...but his 'thing' with pointed ears really tried her patience and resolve at times. Invariably, her friend would tuck her hair behind her ears and start the teasing touches and nibbles, just to see if he could make her squirm...and she deliberately ignored it, refusing to give Dion the satisfaction of getting a rise out of her.

"You're incorrigable, Dion..." Anaïs chided her friend, "I get paid good money to clean up datacentres, and you should be pleased that I choose to spend it here..." 

She was rewarded by a heartmelting smile that many a woman would've a great deal to have bestowed upon them, "...of course I am...but I might ask, where else might you go?"

"...Clarke's..." Anaïs  replied with an innocuous expression, "...or Chen's Wok n' Roll Cafe...*They* deliver..."

Dion sighed and settled back in the booth beside Anaïs, his arm draped along the back of the booth, "So do I, my dear anemone..."

Anaïs snorted delicately, bright black eyes regarding him over the top of her rimless glasses, "Yes...but *you* insist on trying to charm me into taking an apptizer and dessert, when I only wish an entree, my winsome, wandering vine, since serving yourself upon a silver platter does not a meal make."

She silently calcuated the temperature of her no-longer frosty bottle, and then made a quick equation to return it to it's preferable state. The banter between herself and Dion was simply a facet of an enduring friendship, and most of the regulars were accustomed to it...some even entertained by it.

Anaïs knew Dion was waiting for her opinion on a new batch from his microbrewery, and obliged him as she twisted off the lid and took a sip of the unlabeled bottle, savouring the scents and taste of sour cherries and the delicate undernote of vanilla and creamy smoothness of the paleale. She didn't need her Othersight nor a cantrip to know there was the juice from one pound of cherries used in it, nor that he'd chosen the best winter wheat.

It'd be cruel to keep her old friend on pins and needles, but she wanted to enjoy the brew for it's own sake...so when she set aside the empty bottle, Dion pulled her into a warm hug and kissed her cheek fondly, "I know you'd like it...I'll bring you another to go with your dinner ."

"Thanks, Dee," she replied as she set about sampling her salad and chicken fettucine alfredo. "And this is delicious, as always..."

"Of course..." he breathed near her ear, catching Anaïs off guard, "D'you think I'd let anyone else cook for my favourite anemone?"

Anaïs rolled her eyes at Dion's dramatics...it wasn't too unusual, considering he'd broken up with his most recent boyfriend and was at loose ends in his personal life. She made a mental note to make sure an invite to one of his upcoming tastings, during the Pridefest, wound up in the possession of a certain celebrity skiier, who was also a very active proponent of LGBT civil rights.

Even more convenient that said skiier was possessed of a quick wit, a parent from the Otherworlds and of course, pointed ears...

Dion missed the calculating look on Anaïs's face as he slid out of the booth and headed back to the cooler behind the bar, in search of the promised bottle of paleale. Having found it, he held it up and it vanished from his hand with a barely audible 'pop', only to reappear on Anaïs 's table.

"Thanks, Dee." she replied, her voice carrying in the nearly empty space, as Dion's was between the lunch and dinner 'rushes' that came with a successful brewpub.

He saluted, blew her a kiss and disappeared into the kitchen and brewery to oversee the preparations for the usual evening crowd.

Anaïs returned to her own meal and checked her smartphone for anything that might require her attention in regards to the upcoming events...and mercifully there were none, though Gracie had sent her a text about a protoge she was sending down to Little Avalon...and would Anaïs be so kind as to show him about?

That'd come in an hour ago, the Devi realised as she checked the time. She didn't even have time to 'port to her home and freshen up before the youngster arrived at Dion's...ah well, what was the point of having passed her Adept's Ordeal if she couldn't manage a change of wardrobe and freshening up on short notise?

A cantrip or two later, Anaïs was clean, her long ebon hair rearranged into a more formal style and her after hours choice of Levis, Docs and a t-shirt reading "I'm here because *you* broke something..." were replaced with an understated, elegant kameez-salwar whose woven silvery patterns were not of paisley or flowers, but rather a geometric, circuitry-like pattern that bordered both the kameez tunic and the long fringed scarf draped about her shoulders.

Her feet were still comfortable, however, in mocassin boots she'd obtained at Ren Faire several years ago...and quite suitable for a walking tour of Little Avalon.

She shut down her laptop and stashed it with a gesture and a faint sparkle of light emitted by one of her bracelets in time to see a young Oriental man--Chinese from the look of his features and confirmed by the form of Simplified Chinese on his backpack--that one of the servers had pointed in her direction...
II.

Who could this Anais really be, mused Yi Lao-hu on his was to Little Avalon. He saw her on the side of Dr. Gamble on the conference, and she seemed expert on mysticism what their presentation was about, and judging from the applause at the end, the other attendees agreed. His nose told him that the exotic woman had firsthand experiences in what she and Grace was talking about – so it couldn’t be hard to gather all the info. 
He walked in the same shoes, kind of, he went on, with his experiences and family the hard thing was how to tell something without exposing himself, not the gathering of the information itself. Sometimes knowing too much wasn’t easy, but at least it trained his mind how to bend the mystic stuff to the normal world’s rules to have ways of explanations and researches what resulted the same info what his extraordinary abilities.
And this Little Avalon…, the Chinese mused further, this sounded mystically, too. He knew what Avalon was in the legends, but that was in Britain, long ago and in an other dimension, still, not here in the US. The Americans tended to gather stuff for themselves what existed elsewhere, not only statues or paintings, remaking movies, but places as well. He knew some personally, same name, different location, different people. But the names had their power so with good grip on mystic forces one could build on that quite effectively.
His friend and master, Zhao Lin could, at least, not him, he grimaced but then shrugged and walked forward to the pub. He had time, though, he decided as he made only the first steps down the mage road. And he had other gifts, what the other hadn’t; he smiled and stroked the fluffy cat which balanced easily on his shoulder, lying calmly, almost asleep by the rhythm of the steps.

As he entered the place and looked around, one of the servants approached him offering guidance. Though he sniffed the air and felt the light electrical fire what he sought there were so many other mystical and magic scent that it was almost overwhelming. Striped said who he was searching for and the server pointed to a box. He thanked the help with a slight nod, refused to order yet and approached the lady.

“Greetings, Miss Anais,” he said. “I’m Yi Lao-hu, and our shared friend, Dr. Gamble sent me to you. She said that we might have things to talk about.” The last sentence was more a question than a statement, but his face and pose was polite and confident, while he looked into the woman’s eyes after a brief overlooking of the box and her.
Anais nodded and smiled at the young man, speaking in fluent Chinese, "Good afternoon, Yi Lao-hu. Please join me, would you?"

“Gladly, thank you,” he nodded smiling in return as well and stepped closer to the booth. He reached up and lifted his cat from his shoulder, placing her on his lower arm, allowing more free movement for himself.
The Devi gestured to the empty side of the booth, inviting him to sit and then flagged a waiter over--but the faint clopping of hooves and a subtle scent of ambrosia gave away the fact that the waiter wasn't an ordinary guy, but was a 20-something faun who was dressed in keeping with a working college student.

"Hullo, Ari," she greeted their waiter, then turned to her guest, "We'll take hot green tea with honey on the side. Would you care for a snack, Yi Lao-hu?"

The young man sat down onto the offered place, sliding deeper on the bench. He put the fluffy feline onto his lap, but she began to get interested in the woman on the other side of the table, and peeked out just over the desk with huge, yellow eyes, tinted with slight greenish hue.
“Snack?” Lao-hu asked back, but it was obviously rhetorical. “Sure, why not,” he decided. “You have any meat, strongly spiced and/or hot?” he looked at the Olympian waiter. Definitely interesting place, he decided, swimming in the various magical sources’ scents.
"Certainly. We have cuisine from all over the world," Ari replied with a grin, "Would some Mongolian Beef be welcome? And we have sushi that might prove delectable for your feline companion's palate...would you like more breadsticks and alfredo, Lady Anais?"

"Please..." she replied with a slight smile and a nod.

“Those would be good, thank you,” Lao-hu agreed on the offer, too. “You heard that, Tuoba? You’ll get fish and can have awful breath again,” he glanced down at the cat and pulled its fur playfully as he teased her.

The faun jotted down their order and trotted off to put it in with the kitchen and retrieve hot water, tea and cups.

Once Lao-hu had decided on a snack or appetizer, Anais switched the conversation back to his presence, "I understand you're acquainted with Dr. Gamble's archaeological work...you took her seminars in Hong Kong?"

“Yes,” he nodded. “I know her form both the University of Hong Kong and from Cambridge. We share an interest in the relics of the old times, it seems,” he explained. “She has great knowledge in many areas of the field of archaeology, sometimes I envy that,” he smiled, while he scratched the cat around her neck to keep her off from the table.
“Where do you know her?” he asked lifting a brow.

"I've known her for quite some time," Anais allowed with an enigmatic smile, "She does seem as old as some of the history she studies, yes?"
That was a more than strange statement to his ears and so he turned his head sideways, looking at her from an angle. He was tempted to look into her words, but kept his curiousness at bay yet. “She can pull feats what raise questions about her sources, that’s true,” he nodded. “But she doesn’t like jokes about her age, as I remember,” he added with a smile.
"One has t'reach a certain age before one can get away with that." Anais affirmed with a knowing smile. "And that can take a while."

Anais, herself, wasn't quite as young as her apparent age might lead one to believe--most might see her as someone around 20, but appearances were oft deceptive among those in Little Avalon, as young Yi Lao-hu might soon discover...

"That presentation we gave is hardly the first, and certainly not the last." Anais continued as Ari brought their hot tea green and cups, as well as some honey and lemon for it. She nodded her thanks to the waiter, then proceeding to serve the tea--adding just the right amounts to Lao-hu's tea--perhaps to his surprise, before gently pushing the cup over to him.

“If my time and other duties allow, I might visit the following ones,” the young man said, and thanked the tea with a graceful nod. His speaking partner definitely had the skills and knowledge about his home, he had to admit.
"And as t'what Dr. Gamble and I might have in common with you aren't terribly obvious on the surface, though." she remarked, reaching into her small leather satchel, producing a small sachet of organic catnip for the large, fluffy Pallas cat. It rolled across the table to land right at eye level for the feline's consideration. Anais winked at the cat as if giving her tacit permission to relax and enjoy herself.

She couldn't help but wonder how the Pallas would take to the Cait Sidhe and other felines that live at Arakne's Web...

 “I see,” he nodded and followed the catnip with his eyes just as his cat did. His nostrils widened as did his pupils, while the cat hopped onto the table and began to play with the herb, forgetting almost everything else. Her long coat furrowed and her tail swept from side to side in her joy. 

Lao-hu swallowed once then reached out for the tea, placed his palm over it for a brief moment of prayer before he lifted it and then took a sip. His mismatched eyes were still drawn to the movements of the herb occasionally, but he disciplined himself.

Anais managed to keep a straight face, though her bright black eyes sparkled with humour as her young guest tried to resist the lure of catnip, his inner feline curious and interested in the benefits of the enjoyment. Perhaps she'd keep some around for that, later?

"And you're in New York for the symposium?" she asked finally.

“Yes, I arrived for this archaeology conference now,” he admitted. “I might stay here for a while, though, depends on the events and other interests in the City. I heard that there are some newborn cubs in the Zoo who came to the open area nowadays,” he told and smiled. “I probably am going to visit them someday.”
"Understandable. It's not often that white Amur tigers are born in captivity--though the zoological facilities have  made significant strides in propagating the species in beneficial ways." the Devi observed, "You might find this quite interesting, since Dr. Gamble has mentioned that you're quite partial t'them..."
Lao-hu nodded thoughtfully, trying to keep his eyes on the woman, in spite of his nose being full with the scent of the catnip, overwhelming almost everything else. He was glad that it happened in his human form else he would be playing like his familiar and friend did now on the table. That’d have been shameful -- but pleasurable as well, ran the shiver along his spine. 
He glanced down on the fluffy Pallas cat, which stretched on the desk, rubbing her cheek and head into the small bunch of herb, eyes barely open and purring contended. This allowed him to think a bit on his answer. “Maybe giving that to her before the meal wasn’t the best idea,” he said smiling as he reached out and pushed the cat deeper into the box, leaving more space for their arriving meal. He was careful not to touch the catnip, though.

"If she's like most of my chums' special companions, then she'll perk up when food comes around." the Devi observed as she reached over to scritch the Pallas cat's head. "You've probably never seen a Cait Sidhe on catnip, either..."

The fluffy mop raised her head and leaned into the scratching, it came free after all and she was a cat at first, everything else came after that. She had a nice voice, too. And those fingers... she purred, but she hasn’t forgotten the catnip either. The Pallas cat pulled its remnants closer and stroked her cheek into it. Lao-hu shook his head but said nothing, just reached out and scratched the cat’s belly as well.

“Actually, I did,” he replied. “Not on catnip, but those are interesting enough without that,” he said before he could’ve caught the sentence. 

"Then you're missing something." the Devi murmured, shaking dark hair out of her eyes, "It's quite memorable, really..."

“Yes, I happen to like very much the cats, both the small and the bigger ones,” he answered then. “I use to support such goals with money, if I can,” he revealed. “Anonymously, of course. I don’t think that a name is needed to be generous”, he shrugged slightly.
"I certainly agree with that...because if they don't know who you are, they can't brag about you, nor can they ask too many questions if they don't know whom t'ask." Anais chuckled, "I've always had a soft spot for felines of all kinds...and a few kinds of canines, though they're not quite enough to qualify as my best chums in the animal world."
“Everyone can have their taste and life usually allows what it can,” he allowed. “I gladly avoid canines wherever I can. They usually don’t like me, dunno why,” he shrugged, though he knew that it isn’t true. He knew well that they reacted to his inner tiger, just as he reacted just like the tiger would – distanced and noble, dogs are under his level of attention.

She leaned back and made room for the breadsticks, alfredo sauce and the Mongolian Beef Lao-hu had chosen. Ari had even thoughtfully included some spicy Satay sauce and chopsticks along with a scoop of sticky white rice...and a flat platter of sushi for the Pallas cat's consumption was placed on the table in the booth. 

Anais nudged the cat's mind gently, mindspeaking in a manner that animals could understand, no matter their actual level of sentience, [Dinner's here, little one. Fresh sushi in cat-sized bites...]

She got purring back as answer, but then Touba lifted his head and sniffed at the sushi nonchalantly. The lure of the catnip was stronger, though, so she returned to the playing with it. The food will be there later, she knew, and meowed. 

Anais smiled at the cat's response. A lovely creature, but unusual to find one that chose to be a Familiar. But, not so unusual, considering her own Familiar wasn't exactly what one would expect, either.

The young Chinese lifted a brow as he looked at his familiar and shook his head. “Eat, you moppy creature, you...” he said in Chinese and smiled. The cat meowed again and patted the catnip to her master who cricked and froze in his place, but then slowly relaxed and grabbed the sticks then tasted the food.
The Devi suppressed a chuckle at the interaction between the Pallas cat and the young man Gracie had sent her way. She was beginning to see what Gracie saw in the lad--aside from some impressive potential and a shining, fiery thread of his ancestry. Not many humans suffered from a sensitivity to catnip, after all.

“Quite good,” he said with full mouth, chewing on the meat aloud, putting a stickful rice after it. “Perfectly hot and cooked,” he added, swallowing the bite. His cat shifted her posture on the desk and joined to the feast.

"I'm glad you approve." Anais replied, savouring the creamy alfredo sauce for her breadsticks, "Dion does exert a good deal of effort to serve a fine repast from many places. One might happen t'call him an Epicurian, most certainly an oenophile...there's no mistaking his expertise in that area...but be glad your ears are round, instead of pointed...you're safer that way..."
At first he thought that she was talking about the place but then he realized that he was wrong and Dion means both the place and owner, probably. 
“Pointed ears? Why?” Lao-hu asked back, looking at the woman. “What difference it carries? I mean, other than cosmetic ones?” his question was honest; he had no idea what Anais was talking about.
The Devi smiled, tucking her dark hair back to reveal that she had naturally pointed ears, "Some of us have the real thing...and there are those who find such ears to be unusually appealing t'their tastes..."

Lao-hu nodded and looked at the revealed part of her. “Nice curves there, too,” he said smiling. “There are some who like the slitted eyes, some like the round ones. Some like the blondes, some the dark ones”, he shrugged. “There is enough variety around to choose your taste, don’t you think?”

"Quite, but I was trying t'be subtle and 'warn' you that Dion, though a good man at heart, has a decided liking for attractive young men and pointed ears--not necessarily in any sort of order." Anais replied as she rubbed the bridge of her nose. "He's quite the butterfly, flitting from one thing to the next, you see..."

“Ah,” he leaned back on his place, not too amazed – even if that wasn’t written on his forehead. Chinese self-control, Anais could guess, hiding the emotions. He was a bit old fashioned in that way, perhaps thanks to his grandparents and his other master. In his world a man should love a woman and not another man and the same was true for women. He wouldn’t act aggressively against such a pair but wouldn’t like them for sure. That the owner of the pub was one of those... he grimaced and swallowed, but then swept the topic away from the table and returned to the food.
The food was good and the strong spices did their job well, judging from the slight red hue what appeared on his cheeks and that he took sips from his drink more frequently. The cat munched on the sushi she got but she left most of it on the plate as the earlier play with the herb killed her appetite.
Lao-hu left some bites on his plate as well as was polite in his home, but otherwise he felt contended and that was visible on his smiling face and playful patting on his stomach. Since Anais showed great deal of understanding Chinese habits, he felt comfortable and let out a healthy but silently kept burp, showing his compliment about the food.
Once the meal was finished and the bill settled they left the pub, the cat settling on his master’s shoulder again, purring, occasionally snuggling and stroking her cheek to the head of Lao-hu. The pair began to wander around Little Avalon, the Devi showing its places and other interests to the newcomer.
III.

Suddenly, after some time Lao-hu stopped walking and looked into Anais’ eyes. He stepped from one foot to another and though his face didn’t look other than before, his body language told that he is nervous. “What is this place? I smell magic everywhere, even on you. Magic like rainbow - strong, weak, short-lived, ancient, nature, Olympian or scientific. Many forms, many origins,” he explained and gestured around. 

“I can smell magic on dr. Gamble, too” he added. “That’s why she sent me here?”

"In part, Yi Lao-hu." Anais nodded, gesturing around her, "Little Avalon is a place where those touched by magic may find a neutral place t'visit, shop and socialise--though a number live here as well. I own Arakne's Web--which might appear t'be another nice new-age and Neo-pagan shop on the surface, but unlike Enchantments, Inc. or some of the 'other' shops in the greater New York area, I can assure you that mine's the real thing..."
“I see,” he nodded, but he still didn’t understand the reason why he was sent there. “Nice place, okay. Always good to have neutral grounds, where everyone can feel safe, and good that you have a real shop. I might visit that when I need something in the States.”

“But why am I here?” he asked again. “Or, perhaps a more accurate question is: why now and why with you?” he went on. “Not that I wouldn’t like the company, but I got the feeling that more is behind than that.”
"Why are you here? Now?" Anais echoed his question with a knowing expression, "It's been the custom t'introduce the mystically-touched t'Little Avalon for the better part of a century, and Gracie mentioned that you're a little more Talented than she's time t'properly tutor right now. Some problems with her rather..interesting..family."

Tutor me? Dr. Grace Gamble? A century? The questions rose in the mind of Lao-hu, but he remained silent this time. His familiar still heard them or could deduct from his posture and began to rub her cheek to his neck and jawline, purring silently, this way trying to calm her friend and master. “Family is important,” he nodded then.
"Gracie and some of her siblings  were my tutors on and off for the better part of 200 years, Yi Lao-hu." she smiled at the young man, "To some, I'm no older than you, but with the fact I recently succeeded my Adept's Ordeal, it's time for me t'move beyond tutoring those with minor Mage-gifts and psi-talents...and if Gracie thinks you need tutoring, and that I'm suited t'doing it, perhaps we should heed a grouchy old lady's advice, eh?"
“Two hundred years?” he lifted a brow and looked at the woman other than before. He sensed the magic before and that he knew that it is capable of wondrous things, but this revelation was something else. He wanted to see the Truth about her so he reached into his inner core, where the White Tiger slumbered and used his strength.
He sees her...and if she turns in the right way, he sees the 'glow' of the scars/sigil on her back--the glow is notisable through her clothing and is quite bright. It's a silvery-white hue, like moonlight--only brighter. She doesn't have any other forms. But he doesn't 'See' that she was ever a child. She is, as she has always been. Looks to be around 18-20ish in physical age. If he tries to See her true aura, it's like a moonfire kaleidoscope, with faint hints of blue, green, amber, lavender and silver to it--kinda like a moonstone. It's rather hypnotic and beautiful--but it's also subdued, it's not going to blind him. It's like she's purposefully muting her actual aura.

“I can see the truth in your words,” he nodded then. “I’m not as stuck-up that I couldn’t admit that I need more lessons, in spite of those tricks I already learned. I already lost some time during those lessons, spent far away from my family, but if you’re 200 years old you surely know what I’m talking about.”
Anais smiled at Lao-hu, "I'm a bit older than that, but that is how long I've been acquainted with Gracie and some of her kin...and I've always held the opinion that one should never stop learning."

“Older... I see,” nodded Lau-hu but this time he couldn’t hide his surprise. “I don’t know how much time I’ll have, but I want to share some of that with my family and friends, not just spending it for learning. A hobby and job isn’t bad to have, too,” he smiled thinly.
“But if you can think that you can learn from everything what happens with you, and later use that to develop yourself further or share it with others, that can be true,” he added thoughtfully.

“I hope we can find suitable time and place for both of us, if we agree on this, will us?”

“I can reach almost any place in this globe in very small time, so the place shouldn’t be a problem – as long as we don’t have other duties to obey what limits the destination and time.”
Anais nodded, "As can I....and beyond. There're very few places I can't travel to, and if you'd care t'join me, I'll show you around Arakne's Web."

“This day was meant to this meeting, so show me the way, milady,” the young Chinese said smiling.
IV.

Anais guided him across the street to the elegant Art Deco storefront, with a stylised silvery spider and web stretching across the windows, a smaller version on the door with sleek, retro-futuristic lettering that spelled out "Arakne's Web", with smaller lettering underneath, "Books, Gifts, Jewelery, Crystals, Metaphysical Supplies" and after that "Readings, Oriental Medicine, Massage Therapy" as a suggestion of the products and services offered within.

The door jingled as she opened it, and stepped through--avoiding stepping on the marble threshold -- gesturing for Lao-hu to follow her as she held the door open, "C'mon in..."
He nodded and followed but only after he took a moment to watch the forefront, the emblem and all the text. He wanted to feel the shop, what sensations it woke in him. Then the young man stepped in, carefully following the example, avoiding the threshold just to stop right after it. 
The scents of the various herbs, tinctures, incenses and other stuff literally punched him at the nose, combined with the magical things’ aura and smells. He immediately snorted and began to rub his nose with the back of his hand, like a cat or dog would do meeting with an annoying smell. He didn’t even notice it. The Pallas cat sneezed too, but jumped off from his shoulder and began to wander around, exploring the shop.
“Touba, be nice and don’t brake anything!” Lao-hu called after the cat, who glanced back over her shoulder as if telling who do you think you are? The young man smiled and grimaced at his familiar. “Nice place,” he said, “but a bit too strong for my scent,” he added.

Anais watched the cat poking around her shoppe, knowing that any time now, the Pallas cat would meet one of her 'coven' of magical cats--Squeejee and his 'spawn', 12 identical male kittens with varying shades of 'fire' hued eyes, from orange to gold to copper to amber and anything between.

...or Storm, the white, blue eyed cat that was about as deaf as a box of rocks, but uncannily aware and intelligent...

...or the lavender Cait Sidhe that served as the store's 'chief of security'...

The mystic smiled at Lao-hu as she looked over the well organised store, that used the "period" fixtures that had been installed when she'd remodelled the shop back in the 1920s. The place retained that timeless Art Deco look, though she'd updated other aspects to keep everything up to city codes, modernising for energy effeciency and ecological sustainability.

Lao-hu looked around curiously, slowly exploring the shop’s inner space at first with his eyes, then occasionally approaching an appealing book or item and gently touching it with the tip of his fingers. The place looked like one what outlived more than a few changes during the decades, and some of the inner whatnots, furniture surely came from the older times - that he could judge well, since that was his field of expertise. Well, kind of.
Shelves lined with books in one area flowed into metaphysical supplies that ranged from a rainbow of coloured/scented candles, incenses, burners, containers of loose stones and crystals, ritual paraphernalia and various types of neo-pagan holy symbols, replicas of Greek, Indian, Egyptian, Roman and Chinese artwork representing various deities and historical figures to handmade papers offered much of what any mystic might need. Another section held containers of herbs and spices of all kinds, sealed to preserve freshness, and he could catch sight of a hint at custom blended teas as well...

Toward the back, there appeared to be a series of rooms for various forms of divination, massage therapy or treatment in traditional forms of Oriental medicine.

The smells of the store gradually began to fade into the background as Lao-hu could now recognise them as part of the scent that clung to Anais's clothes, in addition to the special blend she had created for herself.

Suddenly Touba came scurrying around the bookcases, looking fare more puffy than usual, eyes wide with surprise...and in her wake, were a baker's dozen of identical black cats--the varying hues of fire evident in their colours...one was larger/older than the others, but seemed just as playful and curious as the dozen behind him--and they all seemed rather interested in the Pallas cat, a new friend to play with...

The black cats swirled around the Pallas cat, overly long tails aloft, ears and whiskers forward, showing their curiosity, sniffing her actively...

Striped raised a brow when he saw his cat trotting back to him and allowed the fluffy familiar climb up into his arms. He stood calmly there, even when some of the other cats tried to climb after, only moving a bit his legs to show them his wish about their place being down. “What’s up, milady? Too many consorts at once?” he asked the cat on his arm with humor audible in his voice.
“Unmannered horde of youngsters,” she replied aloud in Chinese, staring down at the dozen, fur still puffed up, eyes wide open but the pupils slit. She obviously decided that she could show her abilities, well, some of them at least, in the company of Anais as she heard how and about what her master spoke with her. Then she meowed at the mentioned black kiddies, showing her distaste to them as well. 
"I see you've met Squeejee and the Spawn," Anais replied in Chinese, her bright black eyes dancing with humour, "Darkstar, Nightshade,  Stealth, India Ink, Onyx, Raven, Sable, Soot, Jinx, Majitsu and Juju--in no particular order--are Squeejee's progeny. Methinks he got them on one of the Blessed of Bast, she had the kids, and he got stuck raising them, as they're all boys."

Lao-hu chuckled and then slowly lowered himself onto his heels, bringing his familiar closer to the others again what resulted a renewed interest of course, which she solved with a few kind slaps. Striped growled at the band and let his inner tiger climb a bit closer to the surface of his body, without obvious change on his features but for the cats’ sharper senses surely it wasn’t something to miss.
“Quite a bunch and the kittehs have very noble mother then,” he nodded as he glanced up the woman. “It’d be nice to meet with her, even more with the goddess,” he added with a soft sigh. He came from a noble heritage too, and he spent lot energy on studying other divine families to find related souls who are connected to felines, any type of them, so he knew a lot about Bast but he haven’t had the chance to meet with her yet.
The largest of the black males jumped up to the counter top, so he could get a better look at Touba, meowing in cat-speak...to apologise for his unruly sons...he was a solid 25 pounds, with short, sleek, soft dark fur, a tail half again as long as a 'normal' cat, and too many toes on all of his feet. Bright, intelligent copper-orange eyes looked between Touba and Lao-hu as he nodded and then jumped back down and hissed at his Spawn and 'herded' them out from under Anais and her guest's feet. The baker's dozen of felines scattered around the store.

Lao-hu meowed back, his voice thick with purrs and lot deeper than his human form would’ve allow as he winked at the busy black cat-father. He didn’t envy Squeejee, controlling the dozen half-god-blessed furball couldn’t be easy.
Then one of them took a potshot at a slightly 'round' pure-white cat with plush fur and big jewel blue eyes that would be more at home in a Siamese than a cute British Shorthair/Egyptian Mau mix with a sweet face and a thick, long tail that puffed like a bottle brush as she stopped to knock some sense into one of the Spawn.

Anais in turn focused a bit of magical energy and caused the black kitteh's fur to go static and stand on end with her cantrip, she hissed at the offender in a very cat-like manner, "Bad Juju! Stop picking on Storm!"

She leaned over and gave the offender a light swat on the rump before scooping up the white cat, "I think you can imagine why he got named Juju...he's the worst prankster! And this would be Storm...she's almost completely deaf, as white-blue-eyed cats tend t'be."

Striped nodded, he knew that as well, even if his studies didn’t extend on biology too deeply. “All young kitties is trouble, always, there is no exception,” he smiled.
“You haven’t tried to heal her deafness?” the young Chinese mage asked, glancing at Anais.
"We've tried...and we can't. They lack certain genetic mechanisms that allow for hearing. It's a 'normal' mundane mutation in the feline genome." Anais replied, scritching the white cat under the chin, "Stormy is a like my other furballs, more than "just" a cat. She's mystically and psychically aware, so she doesn't 'need' t'hear, but that being said, she seems quite content t'live within the store and the roofgarden we've got--there's magical wards t'prevent anyone from falling off, so she's safe up there."

“I see. Y’know, this magic-thing is a bit new to me. I mean, doing it and not just sensing strange scents whenever magic comes around,” explained Lao-hu while he stood and reached out with his free hand to scratch the top of the other cat’s head. “I thought everything can be solved with magic, since that isn’t necessary limited to our world’s physics or genetics. Just look at any mystically empowered hero or villain around. They are more than a mere human and not every time by a continuous spell or magic item.” 
"Yes...that is occasionally true." Anais replied with a smile. "Sometimes it's bred into them, or imbued in such a fashion that it's no longer 'quite' magic."

The white cat stretched forward to sniff at Touba and touch noses, in the typical greeting of felines.

A faint tinkle came from the dainty silver fey-chime on her collar--a safety measure so folks would know when she was about.

The movement and sound of the bell caught Touba’s attention as well as she accepted the greeting and was sniffing around Storm’s cheek until that. Then her eyes squinted and she reached out tentatively with a paw to pat the jingling thing on the collar. She was a cat after all.
Storm didn't seem to pay any mind to the tinkling of the little silver faerie bell on her collar, she did start licking Touba's forehead in a friendly/motherly fashion that some cats seemed to do to one another, a rather noisy, raspy purr rumbling out of the cuddly white, blue-eyed kitteh.

"Why don't we let those two go look about--Storm can show her to some feline-friendly places we have around here...and Squeejee'll take the Spawn out t'patrol the storage and stockroom for some hunting practice." the mystic offered as the white cat jumped down from her arms, "And I can show you around and introduce you t'my business partners, employees and interns...."

“Sure,” Lao-hu agreed and let his familiar follow suit. Touba snuggled to his feet with loud purring before she accompanied the other and walked away elegantly. They will remain in contact anyway, wherever the Pallas’s cat would go; within the dimension, anyway, he thought as he followed the cats’ way.
Storm padded off with a slightly podly wiggle to her middle as she lead Touba off into the depths of the store, aiming to share kitteh-secrets between them...like where to find free scritchies, warm laps, sunspots and cat-snacks.

V.

 “Everyone here is a mystic, not just you, I guess,” he said then, looking back at his host. “And the place is bigger than it looks from the front, too.”

"Or at least psychic," Anais teased him as she brought him over to the office to introduce him to one of her business partners, a striking darkhaired woman who appeared to be about his age. "This's Dr. Genevieve Lake, one of the partners behind Arakne's Web. She's currently a visiting professor at Empire State University, lecturing in history and philosophy..."

The way Anais pronounced the professor's name as "Jen-VEE-ev-ah", the French manner, it would seem, Anais concluded, as the new woman looked up at him, revealing beautiful eyes the colour of fine Damascus steel. Her dark coffee coloured hair didn't seem too flattering to her rich olive skin and Mediterranean/Hindu features, but not everyone of mixed heritage could get the best of their heritage.

"...this is Yi Lao-hu, he's one of Gracie's protégés and if I may, I'll leave him in your capable hands as I have a community board meeting to referee..."

Though his face not mirrored, Lao-hu found the introduction a bit uneasy, being a protégé wasn’t the best introduction in most places. He better liked the student or friend terms than this, and being judged by his own abilities, not by someone else’s. Back in the old days at Cambridge, among Brit students with his Asian heritage, he mused though he was sure that this time Anais didn’t mean any negative implication with the comment but it was more an explanation.
Gennie donned her glasses and blinked slightly before offering a hand to Lao-hu, her British accent unmistakable, rendering her pronunciation of his name a little off, "Hullo, Leo-who. Anais'll be back in a bit. Gracie isn't always able t'keep up with what goes on around here...and Anais is one of our community leaders."

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Lake,” shook Lao-hu the offered hand politely, responding with the same British accent, since he spent years there while he studied at the Cambridge. “No problem with the delay, I can accept if duty calls and I’m a patient type,” he added with a thin smile.
"You're welcome, and please call me Gennie...I'm Dr. Lake when I'm at university, and sometimes I like to take off the 'uniform' of professorship and just be myself, y'know?" Gennie smiled in return.

“Been there, done that, Gennie,” nodded the young archeologist, “I don’t use the titles either, if not necessary. Sometimes even if they’d be…” he added, suppressing a snort.

Gennie pointed to a seat, "Have a seat, please?"

“Thank you,” he sat down, placing his hands into his lap and the bag at the feet of the seat.

She smelled faintly of rain and storms in the desert, a tang of silver and ozone--which threw his nose into a state of confusion. Then she tucked dark hair behind a pointed ear and saved her graphics work and turned her attention to Lao-hu, "Welcome t'the Big Apple, Leo-who...do you like it thus far?"

“Actually, I’m not new in the City, only in this part,” he smiled and glanced at her ear quickly before he ruled his stare and turned it back to her grey eyes. “I usually come here when a conference is around, or something is happening in the Zoo with the tigers or other big cats, like now when those cubs were born.”
"I thought you had a tail..." Gennie murmured. "..I can 'see' it twitching..."

“You see more than the obvious too, then?” Striped raised a brow, otherwise retaining his usual calm expression. As he knew from his studies, the ability to see the truth the way he did wasn’t a common one, and he counted into the less populated percent of those with his quite powerful eyes.
"Yes. I have the knack for Seeing the less-than-obvious, while my vision's not quite what I might wish for." she replied, pushing her fashionable rimless glasses up slightly, "Like I said, it's a knack..."

Lao-hu sniffed discretely the air as he talked, trying to identify the scent of the woman, but his knowledge wasn’t enough this time. Still, he was curious enough to ask after it. “Forgive me my bluntness, but are you a mystic, too?” he looked at Gennie. “I can sense some magic around you, but can’t categorize its origin.”
"Yes..." she admitted, shimmers of lavender and green dancing in her steel grey eyes, "That might be due t'the fact that I'm not originally from 'around here' as it were...I take it you're only attuned t'mystical traditions that are native t'this locality?"
“I’d say that my studies included most if not all of the Earthly Pantheons members, their powers and typical uses of magic, and my nose is well versed in identifying all those types of magic I had met before,” he explained how he meant his earlier question.
"So you're able t'sniff it out." Gennie clarified, taking a sip of tea, "And then everything would have a specific scent t'your nose, that matches up with, or at least hints at the major aspects of magic and origin involved, yes?"

“You summed it up well, Gennie,” nodded Lao-hu respectfully if a bit surprised since he usually tried not to push through the door into the house at first sight but apparently she saw him truly. This was enough for him to use his own ability so he narrowed his eyes slightly and looked at the woman, curious what his True Sight might reveal.

“And you were right, I can have a tail if I choose so,” he added. “It is magic but its not a spell, as far as I know; its more a heritage than anything else.”

"But do you purr when someone scritches you behind the ear?" the mystic countered with a grin.

“Depends on who does that and under what circumstances,” flashed a grin the young man as well, accompanied by a wink. “I can do that if I feel right.”
 “Your magic is something new to me, just like Anais was, but hers I could deduct to some known sources,” he shrugged slightly along with a humble smile.

“May I ask where did you come from?”
Gennie's eyes crinkled with humour, an odd little smile emerging, "I'm from a very different sidereal Earth, Leo-who."

“I see,” nodded the young mage thoughtfully. “I’d ask after the differences, but I guess that’d take more than a few minutes to count up, eh?” he smiled elfishly, his eyes sparking up like a cat’s would do before or after something not permitted.
"Oh, it would take a good bit more." Gennie agreed as she leaned back in her chair, "As you may not realise, Arakne's Web has a multi-dimensional presence--it's one place, that opens on t'a number of sidereals. That's part of why it's bigger inside than it appears outside..."

“I usually keep my senses downtoned, since with my vision or smell I could get such information or see things what otherwise would remain secret and that could be a burden, or could result arguments. That I’d like to avoid if I can and so it takes some time before I can lessen my self-set limits. This is why I haven’t noticed that – or that could be one of the reasons,” Lao-hu explained.
When he'd looked at Gennie, he'd gotten quite an eye-full--so to speak: She might not be beautiful in the manner dictated by pop culture and the fashion industry, she was on the exotic side of passably pretty, maybe even striking if she didn't turn her unusual dark blue hair that drab shade of deep coffee brown.

Though, one thing came to mind when Lao-hu got a look at her aura: Bloody intense!

It shimmered in shades not unlike those of her eyes, backed by a glow that was rather like staring into stadium lighting at very close range--though it occasionally flickered and flared like cycles of solar activity that propelled plasma flares that could almost touch Mercury or Venus's orbital radius...matching psychic and mystic 'scars' hidden below the surface of her physical self, a few matching physical places beneath her clothing.

Had Gennie suffered some sort of injuries that had altered her psychic and mystic abilities in such a peculiar way?

His chair creaked slightly as a lavender puma the size of a big Amur tiger sized him up, and apparently found him acceptable. A moment later, a rough tongue rasped against the back of Lao-hu's neck and head, whiskers tickling his skin, [Hello, Furbrother. Welcome to our shop.]
He pulled his neck and head between his shoulders at first, but then he turned to the puma and sized it up just as well as it did with him. It was much bigger than it’d be normal for its race, but the color was more than enough hint to know that it definitely wasn’t a common cat but a fey creature.
“Hello, fae sister,” he replied aloud, nuzzling up the side of his head to the neck of the puma. “Good to see you around.”
[Of course it is.] Agate replied, licking the side of his face, in the manner of two friendly cats meeting and greeting, [I see you prefer to live on two feet, while I prefer to live on four...but what does it matter? So long as we're happy with our lives and choices...]

Lao-hu sniffed into the rich fur and scratched the meeting of the skull and neck, nodding at the fey cat. “Yes, I prefer two feet, I was born so and having four is still a bit new to me, y’know? But I’m practicing being stripy, not just the magic my ancestor left me.”
“This place is full of my kind,” he glanced back at Gennie with a happy smile, his voice carrying some of the earlier mentioned purring tones.
"Anais and I are both guilty of being ailurophiles." Gennie admitted as she gently tugged on Agate's tail, "This's Agate--our chief of security and loss prevention--a Cait Sidhe. She's always glad t'see fellow felinoids around here..."

“I can understand that,” grinned the young Chinese. “I love them, too. They are all relatives in a way, as the other animals are dependants, according to the legends.”
“Chief of security, eh?” he sunk his hand into the lavender fur, scratching Agate gently. “I can see how simply her presence can fend off any undertaker.”

Agate's long tail flicked purposefully against the mystic's cheek, tickling her nose with the fuzzy tip. Gennie batted the prehensile tail away and then dipped the tip in her teacup until Agate turned from Lau-hu and started licking the mint tea off the now-soaked end of her tail... Gennie held up the cup as Agate sat up and tried to persuade her to share, now!

Rolling her eyes, the mystic poured the warm tea down the puma's throat, [You're hopeless, Furball. You might want t'go see what Touba and Storm are doing...and see if you can keep the Spawn out from under feet, luv...]

[I will, if you'll make me some of that mint tea and leave it in a bowl for me...] Agate negotiated, knowing she could get away with more from Gennie than Anais would ever permit. [It'll be a while before it's cool enough...]

Gennie groaned and pushed the big Cait Sidhe with her foot, making as though to push Agate out of the office, [Okay...okay...]

"Now, shoo..." she spoke aloud, as the lavender feline gave her a smug look, [Shooing...]

Agate padded out of the office, tail aloft as she headed off in search of her fellow felines...

Gennie cast a cantrip that cleaned up spilled tea, fur and such. Then she went over to the cabinet to wash her cup and start up another pot of tea, "Tea, Leo-who?"

He chuckled at the play Agate presented, shaking his head slowly. It was so typical feline... independent from size or race, persuading fellow humans to their needs. “Yes, I accept, thank you. White, if you have.”
"Hrm...I've got several kinds of green, "regular" and herbal...would green with lemon and honey be acceptable?" Gennie asked as she rummaged through the selection in the basket next to the electric tea kettle, "I'm not quite the expert on Oriental teas that Anais has become, after all."

“Ah, sorry. I didn’t want to cause problems,” apologized Striped. “Then that choice will be good,” he nodded. “I love various blends of tea, I can spend more time in front of my cupboard musing over what I want to drink than actually drinking tea.”
Gennie laughed aloud, "Then you'll *love* the custom blended teas that are sold here...I won't overwhelm you with that, Leo-who. It'd be more than your nose could handle!"

“Great!” lightened up his face. “I’ll be a visitor often here, as I guess, so I can taste all of them and help you to become an expert if you want, too,” he said grinning. “While you can tell me more about your home...”
"Aye..."

“And the trick of that trick, if I may ask,” he added, scratching this chin, musing about the usefulness of such cantrips what he saw now and what’s residual energies he smelled on Anais at the beginning of their meeting. That was the reason his presence here, after all.
"Oh, you mean this?" she inquired as she focused a bit of energy and settled the cleaning cantrip on him, to remove any kitty-cooties that might remain from Agate's attempts to give him a tongue bath. "It's just a cantrip...nothing really special, t'be honest..."
Striped’s nostrils widened as he smelled the magic touching him, analyzing and categorizing it for further references. He could use these experiences both to later identify Gennie’s magic, the general type she used and even herself. He then shivered along with a breather, before he replied aloud.
“My magical knowledge is clearly limited, but the list of known spells is even shorter,” he said. “My friend and master taught me a few useful one, the most important ones what came with my heritage, those I practiced a lot, but other than those... well, my tricks are very limited.”
“I think this is one of the reasons Gracie sent me here – to learn more,” he added.

Gennie nodded sympathetically, "Sounds like Gracie...and as soon as I get this going, I'll show you how they're supposed t'work."

“Sounds good. Every help is to be accepted if offered with good intentions,” nodded Lao-hu. “And I actually never talked about magic with her, though I could smell that occasionally on her... strange may it be, but as I mentioned I don’t like to reveal secrets... even if I like to know them,” he admitted shrugging nicely.

"I'm pretty good at keeping them, too." Gennie winked at Lao-hu. "Don't worry, I won't let any of your girlfriends know they've a true tiger by the tail."

“Though I travel a lot, I don’t keep one in every city I visit more frequently,” laughed Striped, “but I appreciate the kindness.”
"I've a preference for useful, applied magics over flamboyance and raw power for its own sake." she remarked as she returned to sit at the old oak rolltop desk, "Like Anais, I've gone the ecclectic route rather than specialising--I don't care if I never make Adept, honestly. I'd rather have a versatile repertoire than be able t'bring down buildings and summon powerful entities just by wiggling my nose!"

“If one hasn’t got strong ties to a specific set of magic, like fey to faerie magic, or druids to nature, or the children of various pantheons, then the eclectic offers a wide variety of spells, taken from any source the mage can access and that is a great advantage.”

“I myself belong to those who have ties, since the line of my ancestors goes back to the White Tiger of the West through many centuries, and so my powers are given by him. Not only my teachers said that, but I walked His forest both by foot and on a chariot, drawn by tigers.” As the young Chinese explained his heritage his eyes shone with pride and his posture showed that too. It was obvious that he deeply believed what he said and was a proud member of that ancient family

"Well, I've the 'luck' of being a "mystical mutt" on my mother's side...the English and French heritage includes a very liberal dose of Gypsy, Otherworldly and Djinn as well as Homo Magii." she shrugged, "Gods only know whom my father was, nor did my biological mother have a bloody clue, as she's been a fanatical adherant of a particularly unpleasant cult for most of her adult life. She schtupped just about anything back in the late 60s while under the influence of a veritable cocktail of "recreational" drugs..."

Striped lifted a brow and tilted his head briefly to the left before turning it up again. To his credit, he didn’t comment at the revealed information, though it wasn’t a typical family. She sounded a bit grief about it, and nonchalant too, perhaps she tried a lot to uncover that bit of info and at least as much to forget it, he mused. And the story hasn’t ended yet, he could tell.
She knew that look...it wasn't unlike some that Gracie had given her. Her story wasn't over, by any means, yet knowing her own luck--it was just at an interlude between chapters.

"...and the list of what pantheon my donor came from is pretty evenly balanced with the list that we've figured out he *didn't* come from...so you can imagine what it's like t'exist under that old Chinese *ahem* "Blessing"..." she concluded with airquotes around the "blessing" part. It was also the reason she was very careful to avoid invoking dimensional entities of any form--because in her case, what she didn't know *could* hurt her. "I strictly stick t'personal, universal--aka Chi-slash-Force--type energies, as well as the various Elemental sources...and I don't call upon any divine entreaties, unless I really need it, and then only from a deity I'm personally acquainted with." 

She gave Lao-hu a knowing look, and concluded without missing a beat, "Guess it's a good thing I'm on a first-name-basis with some Olympians, Titans and a couple of the Tuatha de Dannan, eh?"

“Good to have gods on your side, indeed,” agreed Lao-hu. He knew those pantheons what she mentioned, but only by studies and not by personal experience how she did. His such experiences were limited to some the gods of his homeland, some of them was his relative, after all. But he had time... the tiger’s tail turn white only after half a millennia, after all...
Gennie chuckled, her steely eyes shimmering like watermarks on a beautiful sword, "Hera's been very kind t'me, since I unexpectedly turned up in her parlour as a child."

“How did you get there? There aren’t many tales about Hera’s kindness; most of them show her as jealous wife even if she had the reason to be one… but the tales can’t tell everything, I know that too.”
"It was one of the first manifestations of my Mage-gift and I'm not a result of Zeus's philandering." Gennie chuckled, "So, there was no reason for her t'be jealous or unpleasant t'the curious lass who turned up with a copy of Edith Hamilton's Mythology in hand."

“That isn’t a bad reading for a start,” nodded Lao-hu as he knew the book as well. “And yeah, not being connected to her husband definitely could be a good start,” he smiled. 

“But Dimensional Teleport as a first spell... that is swell,” he nodded appreciatively.
"Well, if you were acquainted with my birth mother, you'd have found that t'be motivating enough t'find a way t'avoid her in any way you possibly could." Gennie replied with a touch of dry humour, "I figured the Hera I read about couldn't be nearly as unpleasant as my birth mother, and voila! I found myself in Olympus after running out of places t'hide from said birth mother..."

“You definitely were blessed with that mentioned interesting life...” he sighed and rolled his eyes. His tone was more commiserating than anything else, but she could hear the humor behind it, too. Still he left her with her own life, not wanting to intrude into her memories and earlier life more than she’d allow by herself.
"Aye." Gennie sighed aloud, shaking her head again. "Interesting isn't always so fun."

Would Striped be more acquainted with the woman, he would hug her, maybe even scritch her neck at the hairy and smooth skin’s meeting to sooth her. But he wasn’t. Yet, probably, the thoughts ran through his mind, but his face remained calm save a little, apologetic smile.
Gennie just shrugged it off matter-of-factly, her past was her past, and there was little she could do to change it, or how she felt about it. She'd survived it. That said more than enough in itself.

“I can use Personal and Universal Energies as well, but have no Dimensional spell neither;” he said then. “My dimensional adventures happened only by my travels, not other magical means so far, unfortunately. So on that topic, I can’t be too much help.”
“As for the elements... I’m connected to the fifth one, the metal,” he said. “The White Tiger is the king of the animals and the master of the metal.”

"Air, Earth, Fire, Metal, Spirit, Water, Wood?" Gennie inquired, her brows quirking upward as she leaded them off in alphabetical order, a combination of Oriental and Occidental Elemental forces. "That'd make you fourth, by my reckoning..."

Lao-hu narrowed his eyes a bit then sighed with a wry smile. “This happens when one neglects his own studies or don’t think over what and how he says,” he said. “I thought you as a Westerner, with the base four elements. It won’t happen next time,” he apologized briefly. 

“If you want to list them in order, then I’d go by the astrology cycle not by alphabetical. That’d make the Metal still the fourth, since then they come so: Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water,” he explained. “The Spirit and Air aren’t part of the Chinese Elements, but I don’t know enough about other traditions to say much about those.”
"Well, I'm figuring it out as I go, Leo-who." Gennie pointed out, "I've never subscribed t'any one magical tradition as being the 'one true way' t'do it. I find what works for me, and adapt what almost works t'make it work better, y'see?"

“The way of the eclectic,” nodded the young mage admitting. “As I see it gives you great freedom, but removes the extra bonuses in certain conditions. Both can be good, and none of us could judge the other for it, until we see each other’s limits or successes in action.”
"Aye, a Jackie of All Trades," Gennie nodded, a self-depricating smirk teasing her lips, "It's got it's uses..."

VI.

She tilted her head to one side, "I guess we can start with something simple--how t'make a magelight would be useful and mostly harmless. It's one of the simplest cantrips...first let's see you gather a bit of energy..."
Lao-hu furrowed his brows at the call, but then nodded and relaxed in the chair. He took a deep breath, calming his body and mind as easily as an experienced mage would have done. A silent chant echoed in his mind, a short prayer to the Tiger, as the power gathered in him...
[Here's how it works,] Gennie mindlinked with Lao-hu, only touching his Public Mind so she could show him how she shaped the energies to create a magelight, and he could follow with his own Mage-gift. She didn't rely upon specific ritualised use of word and gesture--but in this case, cupped her hands to make a 'bowl' to define the size of the bubble of soft, silvery moonlight that began to form within... only glowing, no notisable heat emanated from her simple magelight.

[Can you 'feel' how I'm doing that, Leo-who?] she asked as she watched his progress with her Othersight, looking at him over the top of her glasses.
He only nodded and held his left palm before himself; fingers bent like he’d hold an apple or something and focused on the process what Gennie shared with him. The mind-touch was light and stopped at the surface, but it was still too intimate for someone who he knew only by minutes... yet he kept his mouth shut, trying to think on that as a strange way of advising from a master.

The power flowed through him, down along his arms, filling the cup his palm created with fluorescent white light, which began to shine, brighter and brighter until it became so strong that it was hard to look at it – like a reflector. 

A soft, deep growl came from Lao-hu as he fought the magic back, cutting the flow and that helped to turn the light paler. “Sorry,” he said. “Sometimes it comes forth stronger than I want.”
Gennie nodded, reaching into Lao-hu to steady his control of the magical power, [Let it flow...softly...like a trickle of water from the faucet...not like the fire hose, Leo-who...]

“It wasn’t that strong,” he grumbled, shivering against the touch in his mind, (I’m a tiger, tiger’s strong, tiger’s defense, tigers’ rule.) he muttered under his breath in Mandarin. It sounded like part of a chant, but he followed the instructions and cut back the magic even more, letting it barely pouring. The light in his palm followed suit a few moments later, but it was still brighter than the one at Gennie’s hand.
She used the link to replay how the cantrip should feel when properly formed with a lighter touch, dispelling her own magelight, [Dispell that one. Let's try again...this's a normal means of teaching t'me and in my world...because words aren't always enough t'convey how magic feels or is Seen by two different mages...now, observe and feel how I do it...]

Lao-hu closed his hand and turned it palm down, that stopped the light though he saw as the last bits of magical energies left his hand, drop after drop. His nose quivered as he smelled his own magic, a gentle wind carrying the scent of noble metals and the faint scent of the falling leaves; as it flowed through from the forest, sensible this way for only him.

“I’m not too experienced with mind-talk, and not too fond of it either. I admit how useful it can be, but I feel it a bit too intimate way of conversing, be it ever so gentle or superficial,” Lao-hu said looking into the woman’s eyes. “Can you switch back to words and let only the feeling pour through the link, please?” 
"We'll give it a try." Gennie sighed, as she was more accustomed to mindspeaking than vocalising. "Though I'm more accustomed t'mindspeaking and sharing things telepathically than otherwise..."

To that, he only shrugged. “Our mileages may vary...”

The ever independent cat, who wants the hug and scritchies only when he needs it... or when he decides to be commiserating.
Then Gennie started over, bringing a tiny trickle of magic together, creating an ambiant glow of the magelight cantrip...
Striped followed the process both with his uncanny eyes and smell and when he thought that he got it right, he joined. He immersed into the magic inside him, and took a spoonful of it out directing it to his left, right to the tip of his fingers, into his nails. They were the claws of the Tiger, working like metal when needed as his nature demanded. She could use anything what she could decipher, but his ways were given so he had to find a route what allowed him to do the cantrip.

The power made them glowing slightly and as he focused more his will, keeping it a bit weaker than he felt from Gennie. The glow got a slight metallic hue but otherwise it was white as the snow and shed enough light to allow reading would the room be dark enough.
Lao-hu looked up from his glowing fingers to the woman, smiling proudly but the faint wrinkles at the corner of his eyes betrayed his concentration. It was a new trick for him, after all.

The darkhaired mystic nodded slowly, her steel grey eyes sparked slightly, "Better..."

She banished her own mage light, "Now, let it go, and do it again...and this time, make it...blue."
“Ok,” nodded the young mage and closed his fist as if closing the flow if the magic energies or closing a door and when he re-opened his palm the light was over. He took a few breaths and sips from his tea, refreshing his mind before the next try. 
Striped closed his eyes for a moment while he reiterated the brief prayer to his ancestor for the power. He then followed the same method as the previous attempt to pour some magic energy into his claws and the tip of fingers, but imagined the cloudy night along with that, when the full moon is partly behind the clouds, perhaps some fog is swirling over the field and the moonlight gets a bluish hue. 

He focused on that shade of blue and strengthened it within the light until the glow followed and the room turned all blue, like a few yards under the water, just without the waves.
Gennie nodded slowly, and though she wasn't mindspeaking, Lao-hu could feel her approval as she maintained an link on a more empathic, merely 'sensory' level, "Now create it over there--by the kettle, as though it were a light above the cabinet...and see if you can make the light more directional, like a lamp."
Striped snorted hearing the new instructions of Gennie. He scratched his chin with the glowing nails while he thought it over how he could carry out the task. Then he narrowed his eyes and focused his will on the still going cantrip, trying to duplicate the walk of the moon on the sky, in this case the light of the spell in the place of said celestial body.
It seemed as a good idea and it started as one, too. The five little glowing dot meld into one and slowly began to fly into the direction of the kettle. Its light narrowed to a small circle, like a flashlight... but around halfway the lit spot began to waver and then it burst out to a cute lil’ nova as the young mage lost the control over it.
He growled unpleasantly like a tiger while he rubbed the blindness away from his eyes. 

Gennie tried to keep a straight face as her glasses automatically darkened, as though becoming sunglasses, and shielded her eyes from the flare. She contained the magical energies before they went any further amok in the office, dissipating them with a flick of her finger. 

She really was a minimalist, in terms of somatic gesticulation--but in reality, Gennie was rather internalised when it came to her thoughts, feelings and especially her magical workings. It was an unusual trait she shared with her friend, Anais, and only a handful of other mystics out there.

"Do you typically use some form of ritual gesture or verbalisation in your work?" Gennie asked as she considered his customary means of spellcasting.

Striped finally blinked the last bits of the nova out from his eyes and stared at Gennie, his face holding the typical feline look when they step into something cold and wet like snow and then glance back at their owner. He took a few sips of tea again and kept the mug on his lap, enjoying its warmth.
“Depends on the spell, usually,” he answered after a bit of thinking. “I can heal myself using one, that needs only meditation – but that is a gesture if you look at that so. All my other spells – those four, actually – needs gestures and I request power from the White Tiger if I want to cast them at full power. In limited form, that isn’t really necessary that I know from experience, but why not if I’m not in a rush?”

"So you draw upon a form of ancestor reverence and supplication t'accomplish some parts of your spellcasting?" Gennie mused aloud, one brow quirking upward, "Have you ever learned t'cast anything aside from the specific spells you already know?"
Lao-hu nodded at the first part of her comment and then shook his head briefly. “Yeah, our family descended directly from the White Tiger, who protects the dead emperor and warriors from the evil spirits, who defends mankind, who rules the animal kingdom, lord of the mountains and he who hunts. Our blood holds his power, many of us can understand each other with animals, even more with the cats; and there are some who was born with more craft...”

"I thought I Saw a twitching tail," Gennie smiled, her face brightening up. "I'm reasonably well versed in Oriental studies, but I'm afraid I've always had difficulties in trying t'learn the Chinese dialects."

“I’m trying to keep my parts where I want them,” chuckled Striped but the shining in his eyes showed that the comment was a bull’s eye, if he’d change then his tail would twitch just like a curious cat’s would do.

“I know a handful of dialects, traveled through the country from one side to the other; both outside and inside the veil, too,” he smiled at her as well. “Just as you know more in some other language, I’d bet on that.”
"Oh, I'm fully fluent and literate in Latin and the Romance languages derived from it, I'm conversant and fairly literate in Arabic, Gaelic, German, and I have some useful touristy Hungarian, Russian and Farsi--and the a bit of the Roma's dialect." Gennie admitted with a slight smile, "Fortunately, Hera isn't adverse to conversing in English and Latin. I'm not afraid t'admit I'm struggling with Greek and hopeless at reading in its written form, unless written strictly in the modern Roman alphabet...for all of her and Athena's teaching!"

“See?” he glanced at her wrinkling his nose, “I just knew that you speak a lot more than I do,” he smiled, seemingly careless to the other meaning of his words. “I speak only English and Chinese, and a few words in Latin, but that I wouldn’t dare to call fluent.”
“My magical studies began late, after my college years and it took some time to gather the basics, master the most important five spells I must know, so I had little freedom for other tricks.”
“I couldn’t even master my other form yet... or so the master said,” he shrugged as he looked into those steel grey eyes with his strange unmatched ones.
"That would be your companion form as a tiger, yes?" Gennie inquired, her steely gaze unwavering. "And now you have the chance t'study other tricks of magic, it's been a while since I've taught..."
“Yes, I meant that,” he admitted. “It needs a bit less clothing and a bit more space, though.”
"...and a *lot* more meat..." Gennie interjected, "You have *no* idear the grocery budget for Agate..."

“Actually, I do,” smiled the young mage at the woman. “I spend a great deal of money on ‘Saving the Tigers’ actions and foundations, and even if my studies didn’t include anatomy or behavior of tigers, I know a lot about them. They are relatives, after all... kind of,” he shrugged.
“Gracie probably figured that out, that I mentioned to Anais, which could be the reason why I’m here with her. And you.”

“I’m a good learner, can hold my patience for a while before I roar, so if we will meet more as a teacher and student, I don’t think there’ll be any problem.”

"I doubt there'd be a problem. But perhaps as friends and colleagues as well?" Gennie suggested as she went to check the electric kettle and start preparing the tea for the cups...it was the loose variety, requiring a metal 'tea-ball' infuser to hold the tea itself. 

“Time will tell,” he smiled mischievously, though he didn’t think that unbelievable, since the woman was an attractive and smart one, with knowledge on things what wasn’t too common and so that is something to be honored. 

Gennie smiled slightly in return, "Indeed, it will."

"I've not as many friends as I wish here in Little Avalon." she confided.

“Why?” he asked back without thinking it over. “With that open attitude and friendliness you showed to me, I’m sure you could find ones.”
"I'm often on the go...some of them feel it wise t'give me a wide berth." Gennie replied, "They're oft wary of the Ladies of the Lake. Something of a mystique about us, I guess?"

“All women are mystical…”, he winked before adding, “never heard of that order, though.”
That elicited a laugh from Gennie. It seemed Gracie's protoge had a sense of humour. One couldn't couldn't work with the lovable old fossil without one, if one wanted to stay in her good graces...

“I have no excavation to go in the near future, so I have a few weeks to be around,” he added smiling faintly.

"Then we shall see what you can learn, eh?" she suggested.
“Anything what fits into my way of magic and life?” he asked back teasingly and raised a brow, supporting nonverbally the verbal question. “And I got the hint,” he grimaced then took a deep breath and focused on the former task again, creating a blue spotlight over the kettle, with sharp lines and directed waves. 
Gennie noted the magelight and tested it with her own sorcerous abilities, poking it and testing his concnetration, as speculative look in her eyes.

Almost immediately he huffed and rubbed his nose, what derailed his attention to the tea and the residues of her former cantrips – that strange new smell was too inviting…

Striped then regulated his mind and a few moments later a soft glow appeared over the requested place, basking the kettle in a metallic blue light, like a sunny afternoon during the fall. “There you are,” he said proudly.
"Thank you...that's better by the by..." Gennie observed as she used a cantrip to summon enough shadow to turn his blue glow into a more lunar illumiation, "Now, see if you can counter my shadow..."

“Sure,” nodded Striped measuring the darkness she created around his roughly created spotlight. He took a deep breath, through both his nose and mouth, tasting the strength and spices of her magic to know better what he had to face. She was much more experienced than he that was clear, but he knew that he could utilize fairly strong magical powers as well, the question was, how finely he could tune those to reach the goal but avoid such failures as the flare was before.

The trick was, how he could find a way to connect this task to the portfolio of his ancestor’s magic and so gather on that more solidly. He could pour more energy into the light, making it stronger and brighter, that would be the easiest and the most direct version. But the light and the sun wasn’t the Tiger’s way. His season was the Fall, when everything got darker and less vital, walking out from the summer heat into the winter cold.

That almost sounded like an idea, he mused. What if he’d leave the light as it is and try to take over the shadow? Then he would have to wrestle off the control over the shadow from Gennie, while he’d have to keep on his light as well, thus dividing his attention. Not good enough.

Gennie watched the play of emotions and thoughts though his face and within his mind. She wasn't mindspeaking, but that didn't mean she wasn't watching his mental processes. That was part of the teaching, to understand the student's learning style and comprehension.

But the Fall had its own bright days as well, the beginning of it often was warm and nice, partly the end of summer… maybe the first idea wasn’t that bad, either, he decided. Narrowing his eyes he changed the light’s color a bit to a lighter shade, tainted with yellow and poured more strength into it. Slowly, cautiously but steadily, following the effect with eyes and nose as well.

Her smile hidden by years of discipline at concealing her emotions, Gennie caused the scent of the teas and honey to intensify within the office...that should give Lao-hu something to think about...

Striped’s nostrils widened as he sensed her magic subtle traces in the air, still finding it alluring on her alien way and then the tea’s and honey’s familiar and liked scent came on top of that. He swallowed and furrowed his brows as he tried to focus on the task in spite of the attack against his best sensor, the nose.

The light flared brighter for a moment as his grip loosened over the magic spring, then he fought the control back but the light’s color began to change, one remaining only for a few heartbeats. Orange, various shades of green and brown, honey-yellow, sweet yellow-white, one for each scent of the spices and stuff around; until it settled on a bright steely one, occasional flares flashing out from the small orb just to return into it or dissipating in the surrounding shades, just like how he sensed her aura a few minutes before.

Gennie looked up at the light, one brow lifting slightly as her glasses again compensated for the shift in illumination. She observed the shifting hues and brightness briefly, before it settled into a steely blue-grey shade, rather like her eyes.

"Interesting..."

Striped snorted as he glanced at her, smiling and showing a canine. “You’re the one to know…” he commented wryly, glad that he didn’t loose the control over his spell just shaking it a bit. Her magic made clear for him that she was the source of the overwhelming scents, or at least the strengthening of them for sure.

"Maybe..."

VII.

The kettle started whistling, and Gennie timed it for exactly three minutes before pouring the now-boiling water into the large mugs, adding honey and the tea infusers to steep for another three minutes. Then she brought the mugs to the desk, setting one within easy reach of Lao-hu, the other for her own seat at the desk.

"So...what say you t'practicing some different applications for that magelight?" Gennie suggested after taking a sip of her fresh tea, which smelled of orange, cloves, cinnamon and spices mixed with a liberal dose of organic honey.

“Such as?” he asked back placing his hands around the mug, basking in the warmth what radiated from the freshly made tea. “A small light source can come handy if you want to read something in the dark and your aren’t able to see there naturally, if you want to make something what can lead your chasers false ways, can support your plants at home or distract an enemy using his own spells or weapons. Not mentioning the advantages of having a private solarium,” he added at the end with a wry smile, then took a tentative sip from his tea. "May I ask for some honey, too?" he asked.

"Certainly," Gennie summoned the honey jar from the cabinet to the desk, then added a bit to her new acquaintance's tea, "More?"

His spoon jumped into the tea and stirred the honey in it, then flew out, gently knocking the tea from itself on the edge before came to rest on the saucer. Striped took a sip from the drink then he signed with his open palm that it was sweet enough, thank you.

"There you go..." pushing the mug gently toward him.

"And you're getting the idear of how to think about cantrips. Applied magic is something that isn't alway so easily grasped by the more traditional, ceremonial mages...and they have a particular distaste for those of us who thrive on improvised magic, modern urbanisation and technology." she observed about their fellow spellcasters.

“I don’t like urbanization or technology more than some of the old ones do, but I learned how to use it and turn it on my side,” admitted the Chinese novice mage. “There are definite advantages in it, but I saw very disgusting things as well, like those who turn themselves into half-robots in hope for greater power instead of spending years on studies and practice…” he growled unpleasantly, and grimaced.

"Yet, there's those who can use the cybernetics t'give them what has been stolen from them by injury, genetics, disease and the like." Gennie pointed out, "Those who can gain a more useful, normal and happy life. Would you deny them the right t'be a whole and better person for it?"

“Anything but metal in my body…” said bluntly with a shiver. The idea of cybernetics clearly had something in it what made his mind twist. “Lot of things changed since my birth and childhood, even more since the magic was something from the legends. Today we could walk out and do wonders, and still the average people would be more in awe if he would see Ironman flying or Spiderman flinging around.”

"Let them stare at Ironman or Spiderman." Gennie replied with a shrug. "Are they that different from the legends of the past?"

“I meant that probably a mage would gather less attention that one of those heroes, whatever she or he would do. And that we are still in some sort of hiding, working invisibly, while those others are in plain sight,” he tried to explain.

“How many times did you read an article about a new spell or a new ritual what could save lives, or re-create long lost animal species or cure an incurable illness? And how many times you saw on the spot TV teams around a metahuman affair?”

“Simply not fair…”

“I think we could offer more than those… things,” he explained his opinion. “I mean, the artificial replacements or cybernetics, or how they call it.”

"Yes. That's something I've an interest in seeing more of, for those who need." she agreed.

“You know perhaps some healing spell, then? I have some control over my own body with one, but that isn’t enough. I want to have more, to do more… part of this is the reason why I became an archeologist,” he said glancing at Gennie.

"I know some minor healing spells, but that isn't where my strength lies." Gennie admitted with a shrug, "The best I can do is stabilize someone who's been injured and then turn them over to Topaz, or more mundane medical experts. It's better than the alternatives, though."

“I see,” nodded Lao-hu lightly. That she couldn’t teach him healing spells wasn’t a good thing but he was sent to Anais, after all, maybe she can do it. Or if she can’t then one of the two women surely know someone who can help him. But it could wait... that wasn't where his strength lied, either.
"Anais and I can teach you the principles of elementary healing magic, but Topaz is both a psychic and mystic, and healing lies within both of her areas of expertise." Gennie added between sips of tea.

“That’d be good,” smiled Lao-hu, “but I have the feeling that my timetable will be crowded enough without another teacher... like in the old days during an academy semester,” he added chuckling.
“Under this guise I can dig out stuff what might be useful for these studies, like scrolls or runes, metal or jade emblems in my case. I lack the proper language skills, though, but I have plans to get a spell what can solve this problem before I learn them normally,” he smiled.

"Understandable, and if you wish t'learn mystical means of mindspeaking it would solve that problem, and I could easily teach you." she offered.

“What use of mindspeaking would be with ancient metallic or jade statues, cornerstones or other items?” he asked raising a brow. “I’d think instead on a dictionary or translator spell what can help me read those stuffs.”
"Mindspeaking isn't 'just' about telepathy; it's also being able t'listen and hear, t'see the whispers, echoes of things long past. It's something t'do with 'place magic' as Gracie calls it--and this is part of my expertise. I'm not 'just' telepathic or empathic with people and higher animals. I'm able t'well..."talk"...t'places and things." the dark haired woman replied quietly. "You might not be able t'sense anything aside from magic within that jade statue, but I could tell you a great deal about it, I'm sure...."

“Understood,” nodded Striped taking sips from his tea. “The name is confusing a bit, then. Too general and well... as you now told, it isn’t just mind... as you noticed, I’m not too open minded when it comes to my brain and thoughts,” he shrugged. “I don’t like to let anyone in, that makes the hair rise on my back somehow,” he shrugged again. “Quite literally,” he added.
Gennie nodded, though she was fairly open minded herself...and quite accustomed to telepathic communication, "So I see...."

“I think I’m more on the physical side of the life and magic than the mental stuff. So it’d be great to transform that idea into something what I could accept more easily... but that’d cause some problems, I guess?”
"Mayhap..." Gennie remarked. "I seek a balance between all, if I can..."

“That is true on me, too,” admitted Striped with a nod, since he worked on his inner balance as well; it was part of his bringing-up, who he was. He believed the balance, through all the gods of China, all working on their part for mankind; even the darker ones had their role, providing field for the defenders like the White Tiger. Still, direct contact with his mind was a shaky field, even if he couldn’t phrase why.
“Aren’t there a way to call its spirit or the minor god/dess who is responsible there to come and tell its story and secrets instead of making mind-contact?” he asked looking at Gennie sideways, so catlike, curiously. 

“There are so many of them around in the Shen traditions, I’m sure that there are ways to contact them. I know that you mentioned that you avoid using such spells because of your unknown father, but maybe someone else?”

“That’d fit into my view perfectly, as I follow that religion and my magic is part of that.”

"Who's say that by learning t'speak and listen through the mind isn't the way t'contact them?" Gennie countered with a smile, "One can also See in that manner and truly get the entirity of the thing..."

“And one can also use his soul to contact the spirit and/or soul of them,” he grinned back, stroking his head behind his right ear with a quick move with his right shoulder. “Sounds like we can list more viewpoints for the same act and as I see, neither of those is differing too much from each other,” he mused. “Maybe this isn’t an unsolvable problem,” he smiled.
“As I already mentioned, I know my most important spells only, but I’m young and have time to adapt and expand the spellbook, so to say. I don’t think that a cantrip or improvisation is a bad thing to do, as long as you can rely on your faith and coda. And since there can be other ways, you have to be open and trustful except if you notices something what suggests the opposite.”
Gennie leaned back in the old oak chair that matched the desk, a faint creak of wood and springs, "Yes, you have time t'learn..."

"...and while I might love technology and appreciate the fascinating, living environment of cities, I also am a firm advocate of balance and conservation. Why use more than you need?" she continued with a slight shrug. "That seems t'be a human thing: Conspicuous consumption. Never did quite 'get' that, myself..."

“That is the rule of the hunter, too. Don’t kill more than you need, and preserve what you hunted for other days. Share with others if you have many, then you can ask for some if you have less.”

"As a lover of metal, I would think that the city would be a place for you, with all its myriad forms of it." she inquired, a touch of curiosity lending a sparkle to her eyes.
“I like metals in their natural state, or less overworked. There are many things what looks like metal but has strange taste and smell, stuffed with additions what never meant to work like those,” he nodded, sipping more from his tea. “Still, their presence gives me vantage as I can control and shape them, and just as you said, the modern man always has something with metal in or over his body.”
"I see..." Gennie pulled a small metallic 'ball' out of her satchel and showed it to him...another evaluation as she intended to see what he made of this item...a magical metal that simply could not exist naturally.

Striped reached out for it both physically and powerwise, analyzing its structure by smell, by sight and touch, he even licked it briefly then looked apologetically at Gennie, but then returned to the ball. He encountered many types of metal, many alloys, even magical ones and his claws could imitate even more than those… he had a MsC in Metallurgy, learned secrets from his mystical masters as well, so he was confident that he can determine the compound.
It was strange--unlike most things metallic and/or magical that he'd encountered. It had a strange taste that was both sweet, metallica and peppery all at once. Yet it didn't feel 'quite' metallic, nor 'quite' plastic nor ceramic. His claws/nails couldn't scratch it in the slightest, either... He was certain of two things: It wasn't anything from Earth. It was metallic and it wasn't. He could sense no magnetic properties from it. It was certainly magical...Was it some sort of fascinating composite? 

Gennie watched as Lao-hu examined the ball she'd offered. She focused on it and spoke a single word, in a strange manner that was both vocal and psychic...and the ball of metal within his hand began to vibrate subtly from within...
“Hrm,” he harrumphed as he opened his left palm and placed the ball on its center. He still tried to analyze it with all his senses, but he wasn’t shy to admit that he had no idea what it was. “I don’t know what it is, other than it’s a non-earthly magical metal compound...” he said looking at the woman. “Can you enlighten me?”
"Sure...though I'm familiar with the substance, I'm hardly an expert on how the Tridic Compound is made. That's a trade secret the alchemists and artificers keep t'themselves." she continued, taking the ball and speak/thinking of another form in her hands--this time it became a beautiful dagger, with an eerie rainbow-like watermark shimmering through it, "Tridic Compound responds t'its imprinted owner, and can become just about anything that owner could imagine. The catch is, one has t'learn something of True Names in order t'shape it...it's neither plastic, nor ceramic, nor metallic...but it has similar properties t'all three."
“I see,” packed Striped the information to a mental shelf. “Sounds as a very useful thing to have, if it really can turn into anything imaginable and nameable,” mused he over it. “Does the size matter? I mean, this is a not too big ball with not too much material in it. Or the magic part handles that part of the equation?”
"Magic handles some of that..." Gennie replied as she spoke another Word, and the dagger became a bo staff, a third Word and it returned to it's ball-shape. "But you have t'know what t'say t'it..."
“That answers my question,” agreed Lao-hu, “partly, anyway,” he added still wondering over the abilities of the item. That was definitely something what caught his attention and what he would like to examine later in a more detailed style and a proper environment.

"Your inner kitteh can play with the pretty ball later." she advised.

“Cool,” he laughed out loud and seemed genuinely happy about that. Every kitten liked the balls, whatever those were made from and he wasn’t exception, either. And this small globe definitely caught his attention. He wanted to play with it... but he could wait.
Something in Gennie's grin promised that it'd be quite amusing...since it was imprinted upon her, and who knew what sort of control she could exercise over it?

She tucked the ball back into her satchel and turned back to Lao-hu, "A'right..so you've learned the basic principle of creating a magelight. Would you like t'learn how t'season your tea or a meal t'your liking?"

It was a fairly harmless cantrip, but a useful one, and she'd used it to various advantages in the past as well...not to mention an occasional practical joke...

“A spicer cantrip, eh?” he giggled at the idea. “Normal ways of making food and tea tasty are not enough?” he asked, sipping from his tea as if presenting that it can be good without magic as well.
“I thought that magic is for those tasks what are can not be solved by other means and not for such everyday necessities. My masters taught so, anyway,” he added, remembering what Gennie said before about that and about improvised magic. He balanced himself somewhere between, living in the now but coming from the past both literally and in his ways of magic and martial arts. And on top of that… he liked his meat raw, too, it just needed another form…
"This is something that might be useful in the field, so that one doesn't have to go without one's favourite seasonings--but it can also be used t'alter the 'flavour' and scent of say, water, t'create a bug repellent by flavouring with citronella and lemon, or something t'safely deter the wild denizens who would surripticiously avail themselves of your supplies... or even t'make yourself or something valuable repugnant t'those whom might wish t'dine upon you, or separate you from your valuable...it's just more pleasant t'learn it with flavours one enjoys at first."

“With this presentation it sounds reasonable,” he scratched his chin while he moved the mug round around its imaginary axle slowly. “Though I usually use my claws and shield to defend myself from predators,” he chuckled.
“How do you want to begin that? What should I feel or think to do it?” looked Lao-hu at Gennie.

"Well...let's start this way: You know how honey tastes. Think about how it tastes, the feel of it on your tongue, and imagine pouring in the desired amount into your tea. If you wish, stir your mug of tea t'help 'fix' the idear in your mind..." Gennie suggested, as she sipped her tea and continued to 'watch' his mind and magical inclination. The only thing she wasn't doing was mindspeaking...but otherwise, she was still as connected to his mind as she had been previously--and was ready to 'catch' any stray magic should he loose the cantrip.

“Ahha,” he nodded thinking over the suggested idea. “Since you put enough honey into my tea a few minutes earlier, I’d go by some lime instead but I think the process counts not the actual taste,” he said.
"Yes..." Gennie nodded, as he seemed to be getting the idear.

He took a deep breath before clearing his mind as the air left his lungs through his nostrils. He breathed out all his expectations, his bound ideas about magic and soothed his nerves. He imagined the small, green globe, slowly spinning around over the imaginary mindscape. Striped let it solidify, turning more real by every second until he could see the pores on its skin.

Lao-hu then created an imaginary knife what gently cut into the fruit on the side, on the lower half of it. He smelled the acrid scent of the lime and watched the faint, greenish-yellow teardrops roll down on its surface and grow bigger and bigger until gravity won and they fell down into his mug of tea. He heard the drops hit the surface and saw the waves roll around them.
He then let some magic flow into the imaginary scene until his sensitive nose signed that his cantrip was born. The novice mage let it sparkle for some drops but then cut it back and let the lime fade back into nothingness. He reached out and tasted his tea only to find its taste changed. He took a sip, then another and then looked up smiling. “Worked!”, he said. “A bit strange with the honey and the base tea, but I find it tasty.”
"Yes, that's the gist--but--you can also reverse it and remove the lime as well." Gene explained. "I'd like t'see if you can accomplish that as well."
“But I like the lime,” Lao-hu glanced at the woman over the edge of the cup with puppy eyes. In his case the kitty-eyes would be the correct term, but the result was the same – big, shiny eyes and a face what called up an almost irresistible urge to stroke his streaks, pat his head and agree in whatever he asked for.
"Well, I'm only asking you t'take it away for now--then you'll be putting it back again." Gennie pointed out with one of those looks that said she could prove resistant to "big kitteh eyes", given that she kept company with a number of cats, and some of the Spawn had filtered into the office. They lurked around Gennie, vying for attention--getting a random schnuzz or scritchie here and there.

La-hu blinked a few times, strengthening the effect but when he saw that she’s apparently resisting he gave up and sighed disappointedly. “Oh well... then I have no other choice, eh?” he asked back smiling wryly.
"Unless you'd like t'try flavouring some crisps?" Gennie suggested, sending two of the Spawn over to the counter to fetch a couple of bags of lightly salted organic potato crisps. One stayed curled up on her lap as she propped her left leg up on a stool, with the support under her knee. The kitteh moved to make himself comfortable 'around' her knee, but settled down in such a way that it looked as though he were trying to keep said knee warm.

One kitteh returned with a bag of crisps and brought them to the surface of the desk for her, the other brought his bag to Lao-hu's feet--set the bag down and then meowed for attention and approval for doing his 'job' right.
Striped glanced down with a half smile, he found funny that a kitty does a dog’s job, delivering stuff and all, but the small devil was cute, sitting there. He leaned forward, reaching down with both hands, one for the crisp and the other for the Spawn who he placed onto his lap and began to scratch here and there lazily. Lao-hu placed the bag onto the table for now, he decided to leave that for later.
She made a little scratching motion with her fingers--but it was Lao-hu that felt the 'scritchies' behind his ear--before she rubbed her four-footed waiter under the chin.

At first he was surprised and froze in place, like a cat would do if touched suddenly but then he tilted his head as if allowing a more open reach to that spot and he almost purred in delight, eyes half closed.. Would she continue longer he might will, but she turned her attention to the one on her knee and that helped him to return to his mind. He shot a chiding glance at Gennie, but rather made no vocal comment.
Gennie didn't miss much...and she didn't need Lao-hu going into kitteh-coma on her.

He watched the young kitties sneak back and followed them by sharp eyes and a raised eyebrow. The cats usually sensed his inner tiger even in his human form and the bigger hunter made them cautious but so little kitties commonly were only curious... just like these here at their first meeting.
"Juju and Jinx have always been my veritable shadows, unless there's something more interesting t'do --like getting in t'trouble with their brothers. Soot seems t'approve of another 'big' kitteh in the shop--he's the one who fetched your crisps."

“I see. He found another big one now,” Lao-hu nodded, smiling at the furball lying on his lap, sniffing briefly his hand which contained the little one’s scent now to memorize it for further meetings. For him it held as much if not more information about the lad like the pattern of his fur and its personality.
Soot was purring audibly, his fiery eyes half closed with pleasure. He smelled like a healthy, 'fixed' male kitteh--he and his siblings had been properly attended to in a magical manner, so their future progeny could be carefully controlled and that there wouldn't be a sudden outbreak of black magical kittehs taking over New York!

"Practice, Young Tigger..." she mimicked Mister Miyagi reasonably well, her face scrunching up into that of the 'wise old mentor' that both of them had seen on Gracie's weathered face many times...but it was quite funny on a 30ish woman like Gennie, "Practice, practice, practice!"
“Meh,” he grumbled under his nose, waving the warning off but the faint smile at the corner of his lips belied that he was teasing her only. “What can I learn from painting the fence, waxing the car or reefing the side of the building?!” he cited the young Daniel from the same movie.
Striped then sighed again, then turned his eyes back to his tea. Took a breath and blew it over the tea while he imagined that this slight wind removes every drop of lime he had put into it earlier. His nose was filled with the slight autumn air, mixed with polished jade and metal what was the sign of his magic, at least for his special senses.
When he sipped the tea next, he had returned to the clean flavour of freshly brewed tea, with only the honey and tea left. It worked...

And the mystic nodded in approval, "Now...let us try the crisps..."
“I used my magic more in the last hour than I usually do during a week,” he commented while he checked that he saw right and the crisps were only salted and had no other flavoring or taste-improver in them. The companies liked those but he didn’t, that was another difference between him and the average people. Fortunately Gennie had the same in mind as it seemed, but it wasn’t really a surprise but a logical deduction from their talk.
"Yes...the more you practice and actually use your talents the easier it'll be t'master them!" she reminded him. "It's much like exercising the body to remain fit and agile. One must continue t'do so with one's Mage-gift, t'strengthen and master your mage gift.
“Hmmm,” he mused for a moment, then decided his favourite oregano as a new taste. Striped looked at the bag, watching inside it, seeing the potato inside and imagined a bunch of oregano next to it. It was green and brown, like one during autumn when it was age by the summer sun, rich with warm energies and with all the earth’s nutrients. That twined the crisps, embracing, piercing them and with his magic’s strength it became true.
Or so he thought... he reached to the bag and opened it just to be engulfed by thick oregano-scent and powder what burst out from it by his over-flowing magical energies. He immediately sneezed a few, shaking his head as a cat while clearing his nose from a strong smell.

Soot sneezed in unison with his bipedal lap, though he refrained from digging in claws when his comfy perch shook.

Gennie rubbed her nose, Juju and Jinx wrinkled their fuzzy faces up in disgust at the stench of what their humanoid friend identified as a variety of 'balsamic vinegar'--which was liberally seasoned with oregano and stuck to high heaven!

She gestured slightly, dispelling the cloud of acrid flavouring around Lao-hu's head, freshening the air and subtly using her psi-talents to ease the discomfort to his sensitive sinuses, "That's more akin t'an organic 'tear gas' spell, Leo-who. But, at least you've an idear of how effective something small could be on someone unfriendly t'you!"

The young tiger rubbed his nose until the last bits of the failed cantrip were gone before he looked at the woman. He sighed, and sunk his fingers into Soot’s fur, rubbing the kitteh’s ribs and belly gently. That soothed both the cub and him as well, purrfectly for the situation. “Learned on my own skin,” nodded then. “An experience what I’d’ve leave out if asked before,” he grinned wryly.

“As you noticed I often miscalculate my strength, not matter how hard I try to control it, its likes to overflow,” he explained what happened. “And it’s worse if I stay on holy ground,” he added. “I mean, what counts as holy for the Autumn Tiger. My friend and master said that it’s might happen because I have his blood strong in my veins, stronger than the average in the family, anyway.”
"All the more reason for you t'practice, practice, practice!" Gennie reiterated, taking a good swig of tea before picking up her bag of crisps, "You're trying t'do things with tiger paws that are best suited t'little kitteh paws for starters. Think about doing things from a Spawn-sized point t'give yourself a sense of scale, eh?"

“I did practice,” grimaced Lao-hu painfully but his voice belied that he is playing only. “And I know the scale, it’s my magic what rebels,” he added. “I spent 5 years elsewhere, studying my ancestors and relatives, getting acquainted with my inner tiger and practicing the magic.”
"Five years is not a very long time t'expect t'master one's Mage-gift." she chided, though there was a ripple of humour underneath the faux-seriousness she affected. "I've spent a great deal longer working on mine."

“I can accept that,” nodded Lao-hu and he didn’t just say that. He remembered the lessons and the tales what he heard from his friends and master there, about decades of practicing, sometimes more. But he had lost too many years from his family’s life over there... and wanted to be around for a while now, even if it cut him from the safer playground and from those masters who knew the source of his powers. It was hard enough to notice that his lil’ sister looks older than he and has family on her own; and he had to play the role of the nephew, not the brother.
“It caused some funny – and later some less funny but more dangerous – moments during the learning of spells like Nature Control,” he smiled remembering the mini tornadoes, soaking rains or local snowstorms within the hall where they practiced.
Genne laughed aloud, seeing the images prancing through his head--and on more than a few occasions a bemused, soaking wet sifu, though she could sympathise with both sides of the equation, "Then my knack for various forms of Elemental magic are going t'get quite the workout, t'would seem..."

And with that, she created a miniature thundestorm over his head, complete with crackling, flashing lightening and thunder echoing in the room--but it didn't rain on him...she had good control over her little stormcloud.
Striped looked up, squinting his eyes as he studied the phenomenon both with his vision and smell. Other than the size it looked as a perfect natural storm, with every side-effect what is needed. It reminded him on the old – and bad – joke what he saw on a pic about the sad Native American chief, Rain-On-Face.
“Nice,” he commented looking back at Gennie, reaching out for his tea while he continued to caress the kitty on his lap. “You want one over your head, too?” he smiled.
"No, because I'm not going t'risk you loosing control of that level of spell within Anais's office. She'd be none too pleased with you...or me..." Gennie stated, as it was the truth. She dispelled her micro-storm with very little disturbance in the Elements or the weather outside.
Striped put the mug down and placed a hand over his heart, playing kitty-eyes again. “That’s hurt,” he said grinning. She was right, he knew, his fluctuating powers would need a more open and less furnished place to practice and/or showoff than this office even if it was probably protected against malfunctioning spells.
A wry smile warmed her face, but Gennie had an answer for him, "That's what the Workroom's for..."

“Bet that,” nodded the Chinese mage knowingly. With all those sorcerers around there must be a place around where they practiced the spells with bigger range and higher damaging potential.

VIII.

Agate ambled in with the deaf kitteh, Storm, carried gently in her jaws, as a mother cat might do a kitten, setting the white feline on a pillow by the window, a flourish of prehensile tail and the bill-of-lading for the day's UPS shipment, mail and UPS overnight letters landed on the desk. Atop them was the glyph-sealed note from her old friend, Yi Wan-hu.

[Thanks, Agate. Is Touba enjoying the view from atop one of the bookshelves?] Gennie inquired, scritching the lavender Cait Sidhe behind the ears, then under the chin.

[Aye, she is...though it was the herbal section rather than books.] the Cait Sidhe affirmed, a purr rumbling from her throat, [I'm going to round up the interns to help receive in our new shipments. I'll check on Touba on my way out...]

[Thanks...] Gennie replied as the Cait Sidhe headed out of the office with a bit more purpose in her stride.

The mystic turned her attention back to Lao-hu, "Touba's apparently made herself comfortable in the herbal section and is enjoying watching the activities in the shop. Would you care for more tea?"

“Yeah, she likes comfy places and various herbal scents. You can count her an expert in question of herbs for incenses and good sleep, of course,” he chuckled as he talked about his familiar. He followed the lavender cat with his eyes meanwhile, suspecting that the ladies had some private talk mentally but it was not meant for him, so he replied only to the question.
"Then she and Topaz are probably having a field day!" Gennie chuckled as she finished her tea. "They'll be a while, I'm sure!"

Lao-hu chuckled along, shaking his head. “If Topaz lets Touba talk then she’ll have to fight to the opportunity to talk. She loves to talk about her favorite topics. You better be cautious!” he laughed softly as he teased good-naturedly his familiar in her absence. It was an old joke between them, who can talk more, both keeping the other the more talkative.
“Yes, I finished this tea and I gladly accept if I can taste another,” he nodded then. His eyes swept around for cookies or chips what could help clearing his mouth between to different tastes.
"Deal. I'll mix up one of my favourites for you." she offered, thinking of a particularly delicious orange spice tea.
“Be my host,” gestured Lao-hu politely, instead of bowing what’d be a bit complicated during sitting.

One of the Spawn--Jinx--slid off Gennie's left knee as she shifted her posture slightly, wandering over to Stormy-kitteh's side, settling down beside the deaf feline, gently licking her forehead...the loud, rumbling purr emerging from the white cat as she snuggled up to the warmth of the younger kitteh's presence. Soon they were joined by a regal Siamese and Juju decided to wander out of the office, in search of something new and interesting.

The mystic slid out of her chair, determined to make tea out of the still simmering electric kettle, making up two mugs of Bigelows' Constant Comment orange spice tea, sweetened with honey and a few drops of cinnamon oil. She hoped Lao-hu would like it as well...

After a few minutes, Gennie returned with the two large mugs of steaming tea, "Here you are, Leo-who. This should make your stomach happy. It's one of my favourites!"

The man took the mug carefully; spending attention to its temperature and his hands’ soundness then blew a few times it to help it cool down. There was a slight magic in it, carrying the late autumn wind’s chilly breath so he soon was able to taste the mixture. He kept it in his mouth, enjoying and analyzing the components then swallowed the sip and click with his tongue. “Nice aroma,” he decided. Striped liked the pure blends more, but a few citrus here and there never hurts with green teas, he knew.
"Thanks. This's long been one of my favourites, and I've found that honey does the most delightful work of bringing out the best of the flavours." she enthused as she took a sip of the warm, honeyed tea, a contented smile emerging on her face.

Taking a moment to read over the glyph sent to her, Gennie's expression brightened up a bit, then she tucked it inside her satchel, 'sending' a reply to Wan-hu--asking the 'kami' woman to join her soon...

"I have another simple cantrip I can teach you as well, if you're interested?" she offered.

“Sure, why not? If I don't keep you from your work away, of course,” he smiled at the woman. “What can I blow or burn this time?” he lifted an eyebrow over is blue eye.
"I'm actually done with my classes for the day--I'm a visiting professor over at Empire State for the timebeing. It pays the bills and suits my interests." Gennie pointed out. "I'm not beholden to a full schedule of lecturing...so, shall we see if you can change the colour of something?"
“Never hurts to have something for the bills,” agreed Lao-hu wholeheartedly. “And if it pays more than those or even enjoyable to do it, then it’s a real gift!” he added.
“Colors? What’d you like to change and how?” he looked at the sorceress.

Gennie nodded, dispelling the cantrip that coloured her hair a rather drab, if somewhat highlighted brown--even the 'blue' that one thought one saw with Truesight vanished as her actual colouring came to light: Her shoulder length hair was black at the roots, but gradually faded to a steel grey that matched her eyes toward the ends....and a number of streaks faded from black to steel to palest silver, lending her an exotic edge...and making it even harder to guess her actual age.

Striped gripped his mug of tea, enjoying its warmth and it helped as a distraction as well while he watched the woman’s changing. The widening of his pupils belied that he rather enjoyed the sight. To be honest, the streaks always had an effect on him, something in connection with what and who he was. “Very lovely,” he said smiling admiringly.
"Thanks." she replied, giving Lao-hu a little nugget of wisdom, "I throw people off with the 'blue' as my actual colouring is really too distinctive...as most people tend t'believe that what they see under the initial 'layer' of magic is the 'real thing'..."

Then she recast the layered spells and returned to her 'usual' appearance that made her much less interesting to look upon, a useful thing when living in one of the most populous cities in the world...

"Let's see if you can accomplish a simple change t'the colour of your hair..." she suggested with a smile.
“Well, the streaks are my favorite and I already have some natural one,” he said and ruffled his finger through his hair. “But I could imagine a different ratio within the colors,” Striped smiled. “Like so...”, he added and focused a slight bit of magic energy into his fingers. He used the touch of those fingers in his fair and on his skin to infuse his will into the fur. The touch always helped, made the connection more intense...
Gennie sat back and watched Lao-hu's attempts to impliment the change in coluration...this should be...interesting, if his earlier efforts at cantrips remained true to his established pattern.

Which in this case didn’t turn out too well... as the magic spread from his fingertips he wanted it to turn his hair yellow-brown with black streaks just as the fur of a real tiger, but it ran out from under his control just as the earlier cantrips. His hair began to change, at first only the colours waving over it but then the hair itself began to change, shortening and becoming thicker, just like real fur. He even got short, fur-like beard.
It wasn’t his day, really. 
One fine dark brow quirked upward as Gennie served as a psychic mirror, letting him see through her eyes as to how he currently appeared! She wordlessly showed him where his magic had gotten a little too exuberant...reversing the effect, then showing him how to change the colour of the hair upon his head alone--without adding any additional fur or hair.

Lao-hu covered his face with his palm and sighed before Gennie started to show him how and where he botched the spell. It was really subtle and gentle, almost under his sense of control... just as the effect showed it. These cantrips should be the very smallest and easiest tricks what a mage can use but he had more problems with them right now than with anything else before...
And she again used mental instructions and senses...but that was nothing compared to the feeling of frustration above the mistake. He knew the wise advice to let the wind carry you and not standing against it, because better to fly than to be covered with litter and cut by it; so he ordered these thoughts deep down and paid attention to the lecture.

“I see,” nodded then, scratching the back of his head. “It seems I still can cut a paper-thin layer from the ham, but I know the answer: practice,” he sighed smiling wryly.
"Yes, practice." Gennie affirmed. It was a good thing that Anais had a well-warded Workroom...gods knew she'd tested those wards over the years, and she new them well.
IX.

Sensing a bit of chaos about the place, she realized they must have recently gotten a sizable FedEx or UPS delivery so she made sure to use less used rooms to make her way. Once at the office she knocked on the door to announce herself.

"Hullo, Wan-Who." Gennie replied, "I was wondering when you'd show up...I was just demonstrating t'Leo-who, the basics of that overly versatile colour cantrip..."

Wán-hu cringed slightly, and shook her head, "Your accent is still atrocious, Gennie. How many times do I have to tell you to emphasize the 'H'?" she sighed as she walked into the room. Lao-Hu saw a 5'6" white-tiger felinoid walk into the room. Aside from her felinish face, ears, and obviously natural tail, she had shoulder length light blue hair which seemed to match her eyes. She definitely had the sent of magic about her, with an odd mixture of catnip, green tea, metal and a somewhat distant, if somewhat familiar sent.

Lao-hu stood when the tigress walked in to greet her. It would be rude to remain seated while she did not. But in turn, it was her or Gennie’s role to choose the way of introduction, if they wanted, so he only stood silently and followed her steps with intense stare. He didn’t meet with a tigroid woman on every day, after all, and on top of that she had something in her what ringed the bells in his nose. White fur, metal and something distant... either really far or hidden... but that blue hair was too strange.
"Says youse, Wan-who." Gennie replied with a thwibbett. "I've got enough Cantonese and Mandarin t'get into trouble in Hong Kong...and get out of some of it."

"There's plenty of hot tea in the electric kettle, so feel free t'raid Anais's tea collection." Gennie continued, pushing the wheeled stool she'd been resting her achey knee upon toward the felinoid woman, "And have a seat..."

Wán-hu thanked Gennie and made her way to the tea collection. "So how's your mother? How's your knee? And have you given any thought to my suggestion of specializing in either air or water?" she asked in rapid succession, seeming to ignore Lao-Hu for the moment.

"Hera's doing quite well, thank you." Gennie replied, "Knee's a bit stiff, but I'll live...and who're you t'talk about specialising? YOU haven't gotten around t'doing it yet..."

"Geez, a simple no would have sufficed." Wan-hu replied.

"...you asked..." Gennie shot back, giving Wan-hu a mock-glower over the top of her glasses, "...I answered..."

After putting together some tea for herself she sat down on the offered stool, and looked at Lao-Hu. To her senses he stunk of her half brother, this was probably not going to be fun. "I'm going to assume your name is actually Lao-Hu, might I ask if your ...." she paused for a moment to take a sip of tea and think how she wanted to word her next statements. "... ancestor is who I think he is?"
Gennie took refuge in her cup of tea, letting the two of them converse about the topic of white tigers and the west...
Striped sat back onto his chair before he answered, and took a sip from his tea as well, that gave him a few more moments to consider what and how to say. He then lifted the brow over his green right eye as he glanced at Wan.hu. “Yes, my name is that,” he admitted, “and if you clarify who you think on I might agree or disagree, but now the question is too blurry to answer directly,” he said with a soft, polite smile. 
“My line of ancestors goes far back on both lines.”
Gennie sipped her tea and watched the two, keeping her expression credibly neutral. Whatever her thoughts were, they were known to Gennie alone. And her tea gave her a suitable thing to hide behind...but there was a glimmer of something oddly wise in those steel grey eyes.
"His voice is almost identical..." Wan-hu grumbled slightly, mostly to herself now almost wishing she stayed back home. She took another sip of tea before she answered Lao-hu. "My half-brother, who I believe most of his lot call him: 'The White Tiger of the West'." she took another sip as she let that statement sink in before continuing. "You have both his scent, and most of his voice about you."
Striped’s face went blank while he listened the tigress clarify what he suspected, just as the openly showed opposition. It was strange that he learned a lot about gods and goddesses in the various Pantheons and still he couldn’t place her onto the shelf, like she would be one to not to speak about. He’ll have to ask after her given time and opportunity to visit home. His thoughts were hidden in his mind and he hoped that she wouldn’t read them...
One more thing made him curious and cautious at the same time – if she called the White Tiger as half-brother, then she must be a goddess. Better keep her polite than angry, he thought.

“Then you were right, I have him as my ancestor,” he nodded looking into her blue eyes. “I’m very honored that I could meet with you, an unexpected source of happiness so far from home.”

That brought a small smirk to Wan-hu's face. "An unexpected source of happiness?" she mused. "Considering he and I don't exactly get along, that's a surprising comment to my ears." she comments. She seemed to study his facial expression, "Your body language tells me you're trying to be cautious before me. I have no ill towards my half-brother or his kin, save wishing he'd stop being a blockhead and accept my apologies for something that happened while I was still a cub."

“Not every time you meet a goddess,” allowed a thin smile to himself Striped, but otherwise he maintained the neutral expression. “Just that should warn one to be polite and cautious, but considering that you introduced yourself as half-sister to He Who Protects, but – forgive me – I never heard about you and on top of that, now you mention some debate between him and you... well, you can understand why I am a bit precarious, I think,” explained Lao-hu his position.
Wan-hu laughed hard and almost spit out her coffee, "A Goddess? Me?" she mockingly asks. "I am but a demi-god in the Chinese Pantheon with no followers or duties within." she comments. "It's not surprising that you never heard of me, I'm still quite young, and have yet to find my place both within the mortal world and the Pantheon."

“That is still a half-god more most of the people, even my friends or mentors could meet,” shrugged slightly Striped. “Young, you say?” he asked back smiling wryly, “I could say that, but you? I’m working on the same goal, anyway. Finding my place within the world, that is; I’m not that stuck-up that I’d have a place within any pantheon.”
Wan-hu looked at Lao-hu with a bit of confusion on her face. "I think we have a misunderstanding. While it is true that half-breeds are called demi-gods as well, I refer to myself as a demi-god in title only. Both my parents where Greater Gods, so I am of full divine blood. I also refer to myself as young, considering our life-spans, I've only been 'alive' as it where for a short period of time. Though I will not tell you my true age, I'm old enough to have seen the fall of the Qing Dynasty, but not it's start."

“I see,” Striped nodded politely, “I didn’t mean to lessen your status, please forgive my mistake.” Somehow his vision ceased function fully on her or she had greater powers what she’d allowed to know for him, otherwise he should’ve recognized the spark in her. And she was truly young on the godly scale if that was right. He knew well that the Qings ruled from the XVII. century – how the Westerners counted time, anyway – to the early XX., what placed her around one or two centuries old at best, considering the phrasing of the sentence.
"As for the comment about being stuck up, I'm not that either." Wan-hu says with a slight laugh. "Just ask any of my friends here on Earth, or..." she stops for a moment as her image shifts to an Oriental woman in her mid to late twenties, "ask one of the many fans of my Stunt-coordinator guise, by the same name."

“I won’t discredit your words, Highness,” lifted an open palm the young mage. “You are kind to me now, too” he added.
"Wan-hu will be sufficient, Lao-hu." She replied. "For one, you're family, and two if you're going to be hanging around me and my friends, you need to be a little more relaxed." she says smiling. "Plus the last thing I need is John Q. Public knowing my true identity right now."

“As you wish, Wan-hu,” smiled back the young mage. “I’m glad that you accept my humble self as family,” he put his palms together and nodded bowing slightly. “We agree on keeping the identities hidden. Though I’d like to see the mages and sorceresses walk free on the streets, it isn’t that time yet,” he shrugged. 
"Tis a long story and it's not my place to retell it at this time." She seemed to pause and look off as if she was listening to something else for a moment. She shook her head and her eyes glowed for a moment as she mentally replied to whatever she was listening too. Then sighing, she returns her attention towards Lao-hu. "So what brings you here to Little Avalon and Anaïs' Arakne's Web?"
“A mentor’s recommendation,” replied Striped simply. “Dr. Gamble sent me to Anais with the comment that she can teach me a few things and that we’ll probably get good along. I met her at Dion’s and when Anais had to go on her way, Gennie nobly took care of me,” he smiled at the mentioned woman, nodding thankfully.
Gennie nodded in acknowledgement, following the conversation between one of her few close chums and the unwitting relative that had landed in her lap. Ironic that she was likely going to wind up teaching the lad his basics as Wan-hu, Gracie and Anais had taught her in the past.

Wan-hu snickered, "You must have really impressed Gracie to get a recommendation out of her. That old gal doesn't give them out to just anybody." Her attention seemed to get distracted again, but she quickly returned to the conversation at hand. "Gracie is an old friend of mine, as is Anais and Gennie here. Speaking of which..." she turns towards Gennie, "Sit on the corner of the desk and let me take a look at your knee. I'll see if I can mend it a little to get the pain to back off." she says patting her lap for Gennie to put her knee on.
 “I learned much from her about archaeology, both in theory and in practice,” nodded Lao-hu. “She is a very wise woman who I greatly prise.” He took a sip from his tea, again keeping the mug close to his stomach, enjoying its warmth, but followed the ladies’ workings with his eyes intently. Everything can be a source of learning, he was taught so.
Wan-hu nodded, "Believe it or not, Gracie is actually older than I am." she comments, then added. "Though she'd probably hit me with a switch if you ever told her I said that." She then looks over to Lao-hu. "So please, keep that a secret eh?"
"As if I'm going t'tell her..." Gennie muttered to no one in particular. "Gracie's still sharper than a whole box of brass tacks *and* a wheel of my favourite imported razor Cheddar..."
“I haven’t told her yet and won’t do that in the future, either,” smiled Lao-hu, keenly remembering Gracie’s mood and spicy comments when one dared to mention her age or tried to politely behave with an ‘old lady’, and that made him giggling. Just as he smelled magic on her, he saw her truly but he knew how to keep secrets... that’s why he was surprised when she sent him here.
Gennie slid off her chair and perched on the desk as requested, extending her stiff knee over Wan-hu's lap, "Y'know, I hope it doesn't rain on Ren Faire this weekend. That knee's always been more reliable than the latest giggling blonde they've got on the 11 o'clock news..."

She didn't care to mention just what'd passed to make her knee stiffer than usual...

"Oh I'm sure it won't rain *on* Ren Faire, or at least it won't while we're there hun." Wan-hu says as she takes a magical look at Gennie's knee. "Looks like you've been walking on it a little harder then normal recently. But nothing a little healing magic and pain blocks can't help out." Towards the end of her statement a faint green glow seemed to encompass Gennie's knee. Wan-hu's magic scent became a lot stronger as she worked the magic to heal Gennie's knee slowly. She sighed, "I'm going to insist you use your cane more for the next few days, and try and rest it. Else you'll have more then rain to worry about come Ren Faire time hun. Otherwise it looks like it's doing better." She says as the magic starts to fade away.
"Only way it's raining on Ren Faire is if I'm drumming." Gennie chuckled in return, "Y'know Rolling Thunder is coming t'the East Coast Faire circuit this year?"

"No I didn't know that, and you're not playing with them this year." Wan-hu replies [Can't complain about rain causing your knee to ache then cause it to rain later.] she mentally tells her dear friend.

Lao-hu followed the way of the magic with both his Sight and his Smell, it was a new spell and technique to him and he wanted to learn as much from it as was possible during this small time, and via these limited ways. He could heal himself but not others; that was on the list for the future, though. 

As Lao-hu tried to magically watch the spell in action, all he got out of it was the image of a babbling brook. "I'm sorry cousin, but this spell is way beyond your ability and looking at it might actually burn out your mage-sight." Wan-hu comments as she notices him using some of his mystical gifts. "Gennie's knee took some devastating damage during an indecent that's not worth mentioning at this point. Thus it takes a very specialized high end spell that very few people would actually be able to look at mystically without damaging their 'sight'. Thus, like my own mage gift, and my divine spark, I shield it from on lookers."

“So you think, I see,” grimaced Striped wryly. His kindred definitely had strong magic to cover herself, he thought, at least for one who placed herself so low on the divine ladder, since his senses could penetrate almost every veil he faced so far. Not even his master could hide the Truth from his eyes if he focused well enough, he remembered. But she could – and that meant something. Godly power, definitely, he noted mentally. “I’ll wait then, but I’m gonna discover those rank, you can count on that.”
"I'm sure you will, in time, once you've gained more control over you abilities." Wan-hu replies. "Though I will ask that you request permission before trying to peer behind my shields. I do find it quite rude to do so without permission, almost like you're trying to peek on me while I shower." she continues as met his eyes. "And don't even think about using sad-kitteh-eyes with me in order to gain the permission, I invented it, so you can guarantee I'm immune to it."

Striped simply tilted his head, listening to the chiding and kept his eyes normal while he looked into Wan-hu’s eyes; he ever scratched his head behind his left ear as if thinking, still the women had the feeling that it won’t be a long-lasting thing in his mind. Curious as a cat, no matter the size and pattern, he was. “I was sent here learning,” he shrugged then. “Gennie was kind and already showed a few tricks when you waltzed in and noone revoked the rules,” he said. “And I was born with kitteh-eyes, too,” he added a bit crabbily.

Gennie kept her own council about the curiousity, though she chose to compliment him on one regard, "I'm sure your eyes are quite lovely in your furball form."

Wan-hu just shook her head /kids/ she mentally thought to herself.

“Thank you!” Lao-hu flashed a happy smile at her, shrugging nonchalantly. “They’re a bit bigger, but have the same colors. I don’t know from whom I inherited that, though. Maybe on another day, practicing something else,” he promised with a wink.

“Ren Faire?” he asked once the lights and the scent faded to normal. “What’s that?”

"You'll have to come with us and find out." Gennie replied, "I could show you, but that'd spoil all the fun!"

 “Ah-ha,” nodded he then, replying to Gennie this time. “Bein’ mysterious, eh?” he chuckled. “I shall warn you, I’m curious and can spend time on asking after...” he smiled.
"Well, I can't say that I'm surprised, Gennie replied, as she shot a look at Wan-hu, who was presently doing maintenance on her bum knee, "A lady has t'have *some* secrets, even from her kitteh-godmother...and said kitteh-godmother's kin...and I'm rather good at keeping them, too."

Lao-hu perfectly mimicked the huffing of a fuming cat, but the presence of a god – even if only a lesser god relative – prevented him from putting his tongue out. He’ll find out what that event is then otherwise, he decided but that could be accomplished later. Now it was far more interesting to see what happens around here and talking with the ladies. Or just listening to them.
Using a subtle gesture, Gennie invoked a little magic to scritch Lao-hu behind the ears again, in the soothing manner she'd use with one of the small magicats, like Storm or the Spawn...
He responded turning his head sideways as if offering it for more scratching. He tried to rule his body, but even if he was in his human form the inner tiger was very strong since that was just as real for him. Most of his relatives had only partial tiger senses, or rarely could turn into a full tiger, some even had minor magical abilities but there wasn’t many in the family chronicles who’d have so many forms and such strong magic in him. This had the side-effect that he behaved catly sometimes in his human form, too.
"Good thing I like cats..." Gennie murmured to herself, partly in reference to Wan-hu's mental grumbling.

X.

Wan-hu finished up the spell and turned to look at Gennie, "You're also good at being a tease when you have one." she comments. "Anyway, that's about all I dare do to your knee for this sitting Gennie. Please take it easy for a couple of days alright?"
"Soltanto come stato necessario!" Gennie replied in Italian, smirking in her own oddly catty way. "And I had a random opportunity t'use those stick-tricks Nightstar's been teaching me over the past year earlier t'day..."

Wan-hu sighed, "More of those idiotic 'cult-indoctrinated' 'there can be only one deity' folks giving you grief?" she asks, almost knowing the answer. "Sometimes I wish I could show them what a real deity is, but currently those of us that are divine blooded and walk the earth are ordered not to self promote, and hide ourselves to the general public." she continued in disgust.

"Well...depends on which branch you're referring to. The ones that wear funny underwear and claim t'have renounced polygamy...but can't drink 'hot drinks' per their dogma, but you won't see 'em turning down a cold Pepsi or Coca Cola!" Gennie replied, rolling her eyes at the hypocricy, "They mistake getting almost emotionally hysterical with 'feeling the Spirit'...and many of them seem t'suffer from chronic heartburn...or acid reflux...as a 'burning in the bosom' being some an excuse t'froth at the mouth about some disingenous git that ripped off a buncha Masonic rituals back in the  1840s before conveniently turning himself into a martyr *and* get his followers evicted from some BFE town called Nauvoo...."

"...told 'em I wasn't interested in their brand of "fire insurance", nor was I interested in being told the only thing a woman's worth was measured by being the number of bloody useless brats she pops out...nor handing over 10% of my income t'some corporation that masquerades as a non-profit and  refuses t'disclose their financials t'public scrutiny." Gennie continued with her caustic appraisal of the allegedly "saintly" morons, "However, I've seen more than enough asshattery from them over my life..."

"But they weren't too much of an issue...lighting that fountain afire put the fear of *me* in t'them!" she smirked, her steely eyes dancing with wicked delight, "It was a branch of those asshats that my organic incubation unit was involved with...and never fear, they didn't have a bloody clue who they were dealing with...I made sure they won't forget the spry little old lady who beat them up with her cane...New York's Finest'll deal with them..."

Gennie looked over the top of her rimless glasses at Wan-hu, "...I got a good look between their ears, Wan-who. I've got some good intel t'pass along t'my mum and Dion...y'know me: I'm smart enough t'let the Spartans and the Valkyries deal with it..."

Wan-hu gently tapped Gennie on the forehead, "Yet not smart enough to actively seek out proper mystical medical attention shortly there after?" she asks. "Knowing you, you got over zealous while whacking them with your cane and over stressed out your knee. I'm not saying you needed to go see your mom, Nightstar, or even call on me, but you should have at least had Topaz take a look at it." she semi-scolded her "kitteh-god child". "And don't even think about giving me that 'I have to make an appointment with Topaz first.' excuse, she knows to fit you in asap when it comes to your knee."

"Well, my mum's booked in appointments with her patients as she has a thriving psychology and counseling practice. Nightstar's overseeing her students demonstrating the proper application of the can-o-whup-arse t'Egg Shen's at a martial arts competition." Gennie pointed out quite reasonably, "And...Topaz is patching up Fu Shang-chi and Kai Yi-quan. They encountered something untoward during the day's work...so their needs were greater than mine. So, I put my knee on a stool and drank some of that medicinal tea t'wait my turn."

Lao-hu sipped a few drops from his tea, hiding his smile behind the mug as he listened that Gennie was chided almost on the same was as was he a few moments before. Different reason, same sifu/goddess. 
Gennie was still holding the mindlink to Lao-hu, and sent a light tickle down his currently non-existant tail...
“Not... fair,” he breathed and the rest of the sentence was lost in a deep rumble, as he purred enjoying the magical touching-teasing. He loved to be touched and to touch, that was a very solid part of his way of communication with friends.
"You're easily distracted, Leo-who." Gennie observed drily.

His eyes popped open widely from the half-closed state where he began to be lost, thanks to the scratching and the purring was cut by a knife as he straightened on his chair, staring at Gennie. He showed a tooth slightly before answering, “Only if I’m at a friendly place, with those who know about my other side. With normal humans I’d never behave like this...” he said plainly though she could feel through the link that he felt sorry for this and that he took her the comment sadly.
Wan-hu let out a long sigh, "You know I'm only upset because I'm rather attached to you right?" she asks Gennie, scratching the bridge of her nose with her right hand. "I don't like seeing friends in pain, especially since how small my circle of 'friends' is."

"I know, Wan-who. You worry about me, and I really do appreciate that...but I'm not made of spun glass." Gennie pointed out. "I'm used t'the pain thing. It's something I have t'deal with, much as I'd prefer t'that crate of migraines t'the organic incubation unit, along with my bad knee...I do the best I can, with what I've got."

"I know, hun, but think you should lean on me a little more then you do." Wan-hu replies. "I always worry about your quality of life, and wish you'd allow me to do more for you, but I won't force you to do so. Just promise me that you'll take it easy up til Ren Faire, or at least, let me go out on your walks with you to take care of the pests."

The empath's eyes darkened, a strange twist to the Damascus-like watermark shifted as subtle hues of blue, green and lavender moved through the steel grey, "I know, Wan-who. And I know I'm a stubborn witch at times...it's just never been easy for me t'lean on others, since I can't stand being a 'burden' t'my chums...or anyone..."

Her voice trailed off as she rubbed her left temple, "...but you're welcome t'join me on my daily constitionals, but don't think I'm going t'let you have all the fun of punting the pests..."

She then turned towards Lao-hu, "I apologize if I seem to be bitchy, it is not intentional. I do understand you where sent here to be instructed in magic, and I will not stand in the way of that. But I will not be the one to train you, as 'brother dear' has asked me not to." she says to him. "Also don't feel you have to hold back any on my account, if you want to stick your tongue out at Gennie, feel free." she says, "Believe it not, I'm known to be rather playful and give into my feline wiles quite often." she finishes sticking out her own tongue. "After all, I was born as a felinoid."
Striped shrugged and stretched out comfortably after he put down his mug. “So you’ll not teach me, but we aren’t banned from talking and meeting? And that’s because of Lord of the Mountains?” he lifted both his brows. “And get out from my head,” he grimaced, living with the now gotten allowance and sticking out his tongue.
Gennie remained silent, though she had a few idears on how to work with a certain overly pompous, stuffy tigger's dictates, "Wan-who won't be doing the teaching. Anais and I will be doing that... though I may request Wan-who keep company with us in the Workroom."
"Because I would teach you only one element, and it would be the wrong element, or teach you a spell you couldn't possibly control, or worse yet, taint the way you see him" Wan-hu added, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "As for just meeting and talking, he knows he can't stop that. Especially when your technically on my turf and around my friends."
"Well, you're here, Wan-who's here, he's elsewhen...and if I'm t'be doing the teaching, I'll invite whom I see fit t'assist me." Gennie told the two tigerkin, "We good with that, Fur and Ball?"

“So you say?” he glanced at Gennie raising a brow. “Any of us can be anywhere within moments and he can too, but I don’t think that it’d be a problem,” he shrugged.
"So I say." Gennie affirmed with a decisive nod, "If Zeus's wrath doesn't phase me, then neither should a cranky kitteh...besides, I know where t'get the finest organic catnip..."

“He isn’t just a cranky kitteh!” Lao-hu straightened on the seat. “He is the Guardian of the West, the ruler of the...”, he bit the sentence off and waved off his sudden anger what he felt ‘coz of his ancestor’s derogatory mentioning. One deep breath and he was as calm as before. It seemed he had good routine with this technique, probably learned that at the beginning when he took the first steps on the floor of the dojo and was too aggressive.
"I just call 'em as I see 'em, Leo-who." Gennie shrugged, though her expression was more sympathetic. "And you're not one, though you do your ancestor respect by rising t'his defense."

“I see him as rich and old relative, who you never meet, only hear the stories from others in the family. I know that I have to thank Him a lot of things in me, almost everything... except maybe the stuff I learned by myself, but otherwise I don’t know him,” he shrugged turning a bit blue. “Sure, I know a lot about him, thanks to the studies I had, but those about the god, not the person,” he shrugged again, looking up to the ladies. 
He would like to know the White Tiger, that was sure, but that wasn’t up to his decision and he knew that. He was but one of his distant descendants, one of those who prayed for power from him and one who knew his role in the nature and on the world.
“I know enough about godly things that I dare to say that the role and portfolio one has affects the public image of them, it has to affect them personally, too, since I don’t think that one could do one’s job good enough if she or he doesn’t have affinity for it; but they can have other things what aren’t as simply and easily deducted, which for their personality. Those things I’m sure known only to their closer circle. And I’m not in it.”
“On top of that, perhaps thanks to the open world I live now, I keep myself a self-controlling being, who can decide what is good to him, what I’m interested in and what I want to learn. That won’t change a thing on how glad I’m to be what I was born into and what I received from him,” he explained.
Wan-hu smiled, "I like that answer, you've learned about him in a way you should have. It also tells me there's not a thing I could say that would sway your mind about him. Not that I would try to, it's not my place, nor would I want to air our 'sibling rivalry' dirty laundry to anyone. Out of all of his kin that I have talked to, I like you the best..." she says, pausing just long enough to finish off her tea, then send the cup over to a nearby shelf. "... but then again, you're the only one I've actually talked to." she finishes laughing.
Lao-hu joined the laugh and bowed slightly to the woman. “I’ll still take that as a compliment,” he said once he calmed down a bit. Her reaction made her more likeable than the original cold, distant was she behaved. They might get along well later, he mused.
XI.

Gennie deliberately paid more attention to her tea, not wishing to interrupt the two tigerkin sorted out their standing with one another--though she did find a certain telling of his character in how Lao-hu described his relationship with his ancestor. He seemed to have a fairly healthy attitude and outlook regarding it...but she also knew he had quite a bit of learning yet to do. Gennie knew that she did as well...

"Do I need to hand out catsnacks?" Gennie asked, looking between Wan-hu and Lao-hu.
“I’d choose a raw steak instead... very raw,” he replied with a low smile, showing some white teeth. “But I accept other offers if you have some tasty suggestion,” he grinned. “These new snacks have some aftertaste what I don’t like,” he shivered in disgust. He had some experience with those things, healthy curiousness, maybe?
"Ugh...I'll stick t'medium-well on my steaks, thank yew..." Gennie wrinkled up her nose at the thought of raw meat. It tended to be a bit squicky to her, and quite frankly, she preferred the meat in her dinner to have minimal resemblance the dead animal it came from...just a personal quirk, perhaps?

"You can keep the sushi, too." she added, shaking her head as she recalled her own reaction to that particular culinary item on the one and only occasion she'd been persuaded to try it. Her stomach rolled in rebellion at the memories, which were as fresh as though she'd tried it yesterday (instead of a decade ago). "If it wasn't for the fact that I require a balanced diet and I *love* cheese, I'd be more inclined t'become a semi-veggitarian..."
“Okay, I’ll get the meat and fish, but then you can keep your grasses, bushes and leafs,” teased back Striped with a wry smile. 

"Hey, salad's one thing I can assemble without it backfiring..." Gennie protested as she finished her tea, "Ask Wan-who about what happened last time I tried t'make something with more than three steps on the descriptions on the back of the bloody box...."

“Nah, what happened when you read the stuff on the cereal’s box?” he asked back with a sly grin.

"The cereal box wasn't the problem...it was the cake mix that turned out...ahem...interesting." Gennie deadpanned.

“I’m not a great cook either, but I lived a few years in a dormitory so I can eat almost anything and thanks to my masters and my nature I can’t die by hunger in the wild,” he shrugged then. 

"There's a way around that for me..." Gennie smirked as she thought of her favourite kind of cinnamon snail and then conjured one from thin air. "I know good food, even if I can't cook it. I can still eat well...and cheaply..."

She picked up the cinnamon snail from the napkin it'd appeared upon and inhaled the rich aroma of fresh baked pastry with a happy smile and then bit into it with a blissful sigh...

Striped lifted a brow and shook his head. “Lazy hunter of the city, eh? Lazy baker, to be more accurate,” he smiled.
"I'm quite adroit at hunting and gathering bargains...with coupons and sales." Gennie retorted with a touch of wounded pride, "I'll have you know that I'm a very savvy consumer and shopper!"

Wan-hu just snickered, "Careful, Lao-hu or you'll get pulled along on her next shopping trip and get to watch this huntress in her habitat." she says. "And trust me, you don't want her trying to cook. The last cake she tried to make became one with the stove."

The young tiger-man chuckled and grinned mischievously, listening to the women’s replies. “Anything but shopping trips,” he raised his palm. “I better believe you two, and not question these legends,” he smiled the wryly.
Gennie snorted in a rather unladylike fashion, glowering at the pair over the top of her glasses, "And does this mean you'd prefer not t'go t'auctions, shops and other sources of antiquities, estates, mystical items and the like with me? *I* am certainly not going t'stop you from paying full price..."

Wan-hu just sighed, "All I'm saying Gennie, is that sometimes I have problems keeping up. You tend to take bargain hunting to a whole new level. That's all."
"Hey, I don't hear you complaining about the stuff I've helped you find..." the mystic retorted with a failed raspberry, "You're going t'hold it against me, that I can read auras and sense something worth choosing?"
"I don't hold anything against you." Wan-hu replied. "Just stating the facts that when it comes to bargain hunting, you are definitely an alpha-kitteh."

Lao-hu scratched his head while he listened to the friendly banter and suppressed a yawn which made his head morph into a strange shape as he began the move but forced it stop after an inch or so. There was some crackling in his jaw but only for the better eared ones. “One step at a time, I was taught. In this case, one bargain at a time, I guess, that is bearable,” he said then with a smile. He graciously let the comment about Gennie being an alpha-kitty fly past by his hears.
"Maybe..." the mystic muttered. "I prefer t'find them as I find them, sometimes one, sometimes many."

XII.

Wan-hu raised an eyebrow, "I never thought I'd see the day when someone I used to teach magic start teaching someone else. But then again, I think you're one of the only folks I've ever trained Gennie." she says, shrugging at the end. "Maybe I'll take up becoming someone's mage-master now that I'm stepping away from 'Holly-weird'. There hasn't been anything recently worthy of my time, now that everything is CGI this or that."

"We can always use another tutor around here--especially one who's well versed in a variety of spellcasting traditions." Gennie replied, giving Wan-hu a speculative once-over as she considered what her friend had just revealed. "Think you can handle working for Anais and me?"

"We'll see, I want to talk to Nightstar about something first." Wan-hu replied. "I got a couple ideas, but not sure exactly how to go about making them solid." she continues. "I know I've about hit a plateau with my magic, and some folks are probably expecting me to specialize, but I know that's not for me. I rather stay eclectic with my magic, and maybe find a way to mix into technology. Or at least do it in a better way then most of the current quote- technomages -unquote do today. Their stuff is ok, but not very practical, or long lasting."   

"Ah, anything I can help with?" Gennie inquired, "And many Adepts do specialise, Anais is already blazing trails in technomagical matters, though she's more programmer than engineer...what're you considering?"

"What, you mean when Anais' isn't knee deep in keeping Little Avalon going?" Wan-hu replies. "As for what I'm considering, that's part of the problem I'm having... I'm not one hundred percent sure? That's one of the reasons I want to talk it over with Nightstar. She's always able to help me get things more solidified, and get me down the right path so I don't screw everything up and end up destroying things." she says, the end more jokingly then seriously.

"Y'mean like the first time I tried t'teach you the knack of conjuring a cinnamon snail?" Gennie groaned, recalling Wan-hu with icing and sticky cinnamon filling all in her fur.

"I swear you somehow made me sneeze in the middle of casting it." Wan-hu retorts.

"Not my fault Stormy brought a catnip mouse t'you." the psychic shrugged before continuing.

The young Chinese giggled when he imagined the picture when the white-furred goddess sneezes and botched her cantrip. That couldn’t be a bad joke, he mused. 

"She'll steer you right, though...just be sure you don't "make" her pick you up by the scruff of the neck, a'right?" she suggested, making 'airquotes' with her fingers at the word "make", before continuing to fill Wan-hu in on some of the more current gossip, "Seems she's got a rather gifted student...potentially a Physical Adept, too. I was down there the other day while she was working with the girl, t'keep an eye on the girl's actual abilities..."

"Huh, Nightstar and I go back pretty far, so I don't think I have to worry about her having to pick me up by the scruff." she said, sticking her tongue out at Gennie. "As for the new student, last I knew Physical Adepts where almost unheard of in this day and age. Where did Nightstar find this one?"

"A first cousin, twice removed." Gennie replied, calculating that the young lady's paternal grandparents were her maternal great-great-grandparents, on her grandmother's side. "Mystic and psychic ability tends t'run in that side of the family, after all..."

For the next few minutes Lao-hu remained silent, enjoying his meal and listening the friend’s chatting about various topics. He didn’t know who they were talking about and so he instead turned most of his attention to the fish and the other goodies.

Wan-hu just nodded, and stretched some. "Perhaps I should see about meeting this distant cousin of yours for myself." She states. "She must be damn good for Nightstar to take her as a student."

"She good...but isn't 'that' good..yet.." Gennie replied sagely, "But she will be, once Nightstar's done with her!"

XIII.

 “But talking about food...,” he looked around until his stare landed on Wan-hu. “I smell fish and other goodies on you,” he said and tilted his head watching her sideways.
Wan-hu chuckled, "That would be due to Dion's." she replied. "I made the mistake of telling him to surprise me, and he gave me a rather lavish fish dinner that could serve four humans. Don't worry I didn't let any of it go to waste, I ate half, and packaged the rest in two in 'to-go' containers. I gave them to Agate and Topaz, after all, the one thing both brother and I agree on is the rule of the hunt."
"I'm sure they'll appreciate it,' Gennie remarked, "How was his newest creation?"
Striped sniffed at the air, tasting the still lingering scent of the mentioned dinner what was an open book to his sharp senses, even if he was in his human form. He learned to switch that off or at least ban from his conscious mind during the normal life, otherwise he’d have gone crazy by the intense and overflowing scents of the modern society but it usually turned on when he sensed magic around as that pulled the normal sensitivity up, too. All in all, he had a good guess on what spices and components Wan-hu’s food had, but not everything so he looked at her curiously, waiting for her answer to Gennie. The earlier sushi he and Anais had wasn’t too much for his usual predatory hunger, after all.
The mystic noted that Lao-hu was almost drooling at the residual scents, in fact, she was certain that his stomach growled..or he did...either way, she decided to 'help' alevaite it. A quick thought in the aforementioned divine restauranteur's direction resulted in something being made ready for her to conjure from the kitchen to the office within minutes...

"I hope you're hungry, Leo-who...Dion doesn't mind having another 'guinea pig' t'test this new recipe on...but the only condition is that I get t'try it, too..." Gennie remarked as a box of takeaway food appeared on the desk
The young Chinese’s nose twitched as he leaned closer to the desk and sniffed actively into the direction of the box, analyzing its contents. “I could eat a half sheep right now,” he smiled at Gennie briefly but his eyes soon returned to the tantalizing food. “And I don’t mind testing a good meal... so far I heard only superlatives about Dion,” he admitted. He didn’t mind to shift the twist of the conversation to lighter topics, either; he had to admit that, too. A tasty food usually helped building up the mood and the team, so he thought.
Gennie opened the box and took a reasonable portion of the large fillet offered, some of the veggies and side items joined it on her paper plate. The rest, she left in the takeaway container for Lao-hu. Mismatched metal cutlery from the shop's breakroom were easily summoned for their use, and once she was satisfied with the accoutriments, she offered Lao-hu a tray laden with takeaway and utensils, "Here you are..."

“Thank you”, he nodded when he accepted his portion. He put it in front of him and straightened on his seat to allow a more comfortable reach. He breathed the tantalizing scent deep in, mouth open a bit as if he tasted the scent as well, not just smelled. The result was a big swallow and a contended and curious purr.
Then she began to sample the new menu prospects along with her cinnamon snail, carefully considering the fish and side dishes, "I think Dion may have a something here..."
“Indeed,” he mumbled, mouth full with the first bite.

"Hmmm...it is pretty good, though you forgot to have some of the caviar." Wan-hu commented, "That and he also has a new hybrid wine that goes well with it as well. My only issue is the serving, which is too large for your average person here in Little Avalon. I told him he might want to consider marketing it as a group or couple's meal, depending on who's ordering it."
"I'm afraid fine caviar is wasted on me." Gennie demurred, "I've sampled it in the past and found it doesn't please the palate, Wan-who. It's best I leave it for those who enjoy it."

“Good idea,” agreed Lao-hu. “No normal human could eat that much of food, without the help of some friends or family.” He mused over the idea for a moment, scratching his chin but then nodded, saying “Yeah, four people at average, three if they are big-eaters.”
“And it is good,” he swallowed again.

"Then you'll be prepared for more magical work after a while." Gennie replied with a nod, tasting a cremepuff pastry.
“Only after a good nap,” he replied offhandedly patting his belly gently and grinning. He let his feline side crawl up sometimes after a lavish meal and slept for hours, sometimes for a day if the circumstances allowed. On those days he wandered around his flat, sleeping in every possible place what he found comfortable. On really lazy days he turned into various tigroid forms and used those to fit onto places where the human wasn’t good enough. He didn’t really think that he’ll be lucky now but it’d worth a try. Unfortunately his grandfather didn’t let him enjoy that much resting when he was young. Practicing until he fell unconscious, that was the old man’s catchword.

"Nap? You must have had some very lenient instructors in the past if you think that's going to happen." Wan-hu replies, chuckling. "I'm all for letting your inner kitteh out, heck I do that myself as often as possible. Right now though, you're technically in the middle of a training session. Granted, yes I've sorta interrupted it and you're having a 'snack' now. But that doesn't mean it's completely over, and I know Gennie is more apt to putting you through more paces, then letting you nap." she finishes.

Gennie just smirked and chuckled, nibbling on a cremepuff and then went for more of her fish, "This is just a pause button..."

“Training? Whatta training?” looked around Lao-hu innocently. “I came here with Anais and now I’m waiting for her over a tea with Gennie, who graciously showed me a few tricks in the meantime, true?” he asked looking at her.
Wan-hu laughed, "Not really. You got sent to Anais from Gracie, but since Anais is so busy with keeping Little Avalon going she handed you off to Gennie." she answered. "You should consider yourself lucky, you'll be the first full-time apprentice Gennie ever takes on. As for the few 'tricks' you've been shown, all mages start with simple cantrips."

Lao-hu lifted a brow and looked at the women with apparent confusion on his face. It was kind of funny how his mismatched eyes narrowed and nostrils widened as he tried to understand how the comment about Gracie’s and Gennie’s family came in... but he was lost somewhere in between.
“None of my spells are cantrips, those were lost in the rush, maybe,” he shrugged. “I have a few less effective trick-versions of the big guns, some I used to chase the master into craziness, but none of these, what Gennie showed me.”
“Still, you can be sure that I’m gracious for the help, indeed,” he said finally, looking at Wan-hu.

"And I'm just getting started with youse..." Gennie muttered in her best Brooklyn accent, a humorous expression emerging on her face, a mischievous gleam in her steely eyes.

“Uh-oh,” he played, putting his fists in front of his mouth, peeking over his knuckles with eyes wide, like little kids used to do, seeing something frightening.
Gennie quirked a brow slightly, her thoughts directed at her old chum, [He's got the big-kitteh-eyes thing, a'right...]

XIV.

"Gracie wouldn't hand you off t'just *anyone*..." Gennie interjected, "Some things should only be trusted t'family, though that depends on which side of the family you're talking about, in my case."

He wanted to complain about that *anyone*, but then he only sighed - "Family, yeah,” -, he muttered, the accident of his parents filtering back from his memories; then later the shock when he saw that his sister became decades older, with husband and children while he spent only a few years learning mysticism on the other side of the veil, not far from the Forest [of the White Tiger]; the harsh, over-disciplined teachings of his grandfather, the endless hours under his wand’s hits and his cutting remarks. Family, indeed... 
Gennie reached over and ruffled Lao-hu's hair with a sympathetic expression, "Y'soooo don't want t'know what I went through, the first bakers dozen years of my life at the hands of my own birth mother, kiddo...I can promise you that you'll not endure *any* mistreatment here. I may tease you about things, but I'll save the razor wit for those who truly deserve t'be cut t'the bone."

She was right. He didn’t want to know, his own was enough for him now, he thought. The sudden touch gave Striped a start at first but then he just grunted, snuggling back into his chair and pulled his feet under him as much as he could without placing his shoes on it. It was a natural way of sitting for him, but he used it when he fell into himself, too. Apparently he had a lot child-like habit, not only when he played them but deeper inside, too. “Yup, we all had our childhood then, I guess,” he said plainly. “Hopefully that is left behind and we can focus on our present and future.”
"I'd cheerfully leave the past behind, but some things just seem t'keep crossing my path...or never get a bloody clue t'sod off." Gennie groaned as she thought back to her earlier scuffle with a couple of "that cult's" missionaries. "I keep having t'put the fear of me in t'them...and sometimes that requires the application of a stout cudgel t'knock some sense in t'the soddin' fools..."

“I follow the ‘turning invisible’ directive against self-promoted missionaries, simply passing by when they are in the way,” shrugged Lao-hu. “I was trained by masters of sneaking, students of the University using the public transport lines without tickets or season ticket,” he added grinning. “If that isn’t working, there is the stare of the hunting tiger, that usually works,” he finished with another, shy shrug.

"I've tried that t'no avail." Gennie admitted, "Though I'm pretty good at sneaky, dampening my aura or altering it...but that doesn't always work as well as I might wish for it t'work."

She unconsciously rubbed her bad knee a bit, a thoughtful smirk growing on her face as her mind shifted gears--hopscotching between mundane and magical as she went, "...need a can o'whuparse ...Going t'need some pepper spray, insect repellent...maybe some WD40 and butane..."

The mystic swivelled around to face the desk to snag her iPhone, activating the shopping list app and started punching in some brand name products, followed by a few common items available at one's local Ace Hardware store or Home Depot, snickering to herself as she considered the concept of 'revenge being a dish best served cold' and added some instant-cold packs from the Walgreens pharmacy on a whim.

 “You preparing for war?” asked Striped raising a brow, listening to the growing list.
"How'd you ever guess?" Gennie smirked as she added Krazy Glue and some useful components from Radio Shak to her list. "They're messing with the wrong citywitch, y'know?"

Then she tapped in a note to find recyclable containers of some kind, "Wonder if I could invite them all t'a recital of the Symphony in C4--the Urban Renewal arrangement..."

"...and for what it's worth, Gracie and I are family..." Gennie admitted with a wry smile. "She's one of the very few I keep up with."

“You two are related?” perplexed Striped, pulling his head back from his knees. “This is the day of family-secrets, huh?” he chuckled, squinting at the white tigress.
"Yes...we're related." Gennie confirmed as she saved her shopping list. "Y'might say that it's such, given that my kitteh-godmother is your auntie, and Gracie is your mentor and my great-grandmum. Any wonder why she sent you t'meet Anais, and you happened t'wind up sitting here drinking tea and making cantrips with me?"

“I see,” he nodded. “She is a secretive, dour old lady, but she’d hit me at the nape – probably not too lightly – if she’d hear that, and I learned to approve what she insist without complaining much; maybe reading or asking after a bit later to reveal the reasons behind,” Lao-hu admitted.
"Gracie wouldn't hit you directly, but a convenient little tree branch in the bum isn't unlike her..." Gennie shrugged, "She does like for people t'think for themselves, though...so she won't give you the answers...but expects one t'find facts, form one's own opinion and then she'll happily discuss it."

Wan-hu scowled at Gennie, and gave her a look that only one woman ever gave when Gennie was up to something she didn't approve of. "Thundercub I know you where raised better then to plot revenge on anyone no matter what they've done." she started, in a tone much like her late grandmother used. "I do *NOT* want you to go through with this 'can o-whuparse' idea. If I catch wind of you making it behind my back, or worse using it, remember you're not too old for me to bend over my lap."

"You've not had too many issues with me leveling the paying field before...pó qin ài de*...why now?" Gennie retorted, her expression sobering, "And are you finally fessin' up t'your masquerade?" 
*granny-dear in Chinese

Wan-hu sighed, "Truthfully I've never been happy with you leveling the playing field, and this time I'm putting my foot down about it." she replied. "As for the masquerade, it was a favor for both Hera and Gracie. Had I not been masquerading as your grandmother all those years ago, you wouldn't be alive right now. Your magical ability went way out of control back when your grandfather died, who do you think kept it from killing you?"

"Between you and Hera?" Gennie replied, not afraid to admit that part of her past, "It took both of you...and I've levelled the playing field t'make things a fair fight, because those "those people'll" do whatever they can t'achieve their aims--they don't care about what's fair, just and right--I do, but in order t'stop them, I've had t'fight smarter, not harder. Nightstar's taught me that and how t'properly channel my anger in t'something useful. I don't fight mad. Haven't in years..."

"And since there's only one of me, Wan-who, I have t'make the most of what I've got." she pointed out, in reference to the Can-o-whuparse.

"We'll talk about this later in private." Wan-hu replies, wanting to keep some of their history private.

"A'right," she nodded, there were some things that were better kept under the rose bush. "Later it'll be on that."

XV.

"Now, d'you feel up t'trying another cantrip?" she asked, steering Lao-hu back to the original subject.

The young mage leaned back in his seat, sighing contentedly after finishing the meal. It took a moment before he could reply to the woman, so full he was. “Rhetorical question, is it?” he asked back smiling, suspecting that she has something in her pocket otherwise she wouldn’t ask that. “I still think it’d be nice to have a nap, but now it’s obvious that I have to wait for that,” he sighed again, resignedly.

“What do you have in mind?” he glanced at Gennie.

"You'll see..." the mystic promised.

"Would you care t'demonstrate the practical application of static electricity?" she asked Wan-hu, gesturing for her friend to do what they called their "joybuzzer" cantrip...

"You want me to shock my nephew, or you?" she asks, a small spark of mischief in her eye.

Gennie finished the last cremepuff and washed it down with her tea, "Now...about that application of static electricity...care t'show Leo-who how that works?"

Striped raised an eyebrow and looked from Gennie to Wan-hu then back, as if measuring them to get a clue what conspiracy is on the move at the very moment, because there was one, he could feel it. And it was directed against him, definitely...
"I think it'd be best t'show Leo-who how it works directly." Gennie suggested, pushing her glasses up so she could better watch the pair. Her iPhone disappeared back into her satchel, where it'd be safe from any stray static discharges... and the desktop computer was already properly adapted and shielded against any untoward magical mishaps, given that she'd helped Anais with some of that...

"Nobody's going t'hurt you, Leo-who. I already told you that..." Gennie reassured the young man, "Though we may surprise and confound you from time t'time!"

“Understood,” nodded Striped but he still was a bit suspicious. “The master did that, too, when he had the opportunity – practically always,” he admitted with a wry smile. “And granddad, too,” he added, this time more heavy-heartedly, remembering the nights when he was woken up by a bucketful ice-cold water, led by the reason to be aware always or to start a night-training.
Wan-hu chuckled, "Watch carefully Lao-hu, and yes you are allowed to look at this spell with your mage-eyes, as I'll keep it mundane..." she says. "for the most part." She then raises her hands, and a small amount of magic seems to cover her right hand. Between them however a small electrical storm formed, looking much like a Jakob's ladder from old sci-fi movies.

The magic covering her right hand however seemed small in comparison to the buildup between her hands. It was slowly building up a small amount of electrical charge, and had the scent of a thunderstorm in the wilds. After a few moments of build up, Wan-hu leaned forward and touched Lao-hu with her right hand, giving him a mild shock just powerful enough to make his hair stand up, and the fur on his 'non-existent' tail puff.
The young Chinese shivered and jumped a little on the seat, huffing as the shock went over him. His hair sparked and each hair took a bit distance from the others, making him looking funny, even the unseen ones on his body under the clothes. That it made his currently non-existent tail puff was the best sign about the cantrip’s strength and complexity.
He couldn’t penetrate the storm with his vision, which suggested that Wan-hu is using some divine energy again, but that was too weird to believe, he mused. He looked at the women with eyes wide. The mismatched green and blue orbs reflected his mixed feelings, the surprise and curiousness and the little pain...
“Electrifying,” he chattered, playing onto the effect.
Wan-hu sat there and just laughed. "You look a little perplexed, is there something you would like to ask Lao-hu?" she asks, trying in vain to stop laughing. After a minute or two she got it under control. "Remember, there are no stupid questions, so feel free to say something other then 'electrifying'..."
Striped closed his eyes and shivered again as he settled back, calming slowly. “How can both of you touch my inner tiger with spells, even if I’m in human form?” he asked the question what bugged him the most at the moment. Electricity and storms he knew, only the scale was different but this side-effect – if it was one – was something new. He saw the Truth about and in people, so that the tigress could do that wasn’t a surprise – they were kin, after all; while Gennie confirmed it before, but that wasn’t an explanation.
Gennie decided to field that question, "OK...this's where things get interesting. Wan-who and I are NOT related in any genetic, species or means aside from the kitteh-godmother thing and by 'choice'. The thing common t'both of us is our divine heritage. Wan-who's a minor divinity in her own right, and while I have some divinities on my mother's side, whomever my father was, was a major or greater divinity of some sort."

"The innate nature of our magical ability is somewhat different than that of a mortal mage-- neverminding the actual power wielded as Journeyman, Master or Adept--in that as far as my experience goes, our magic effects the whole of a being, not just the outer Aspect that is displayed at the given moment." she continued, trying to accurately explain what was simply a part of herself. "I See the guy, the kitteh and all the variations between as they sit right there, in front of me, whereas a mortal mage might only see the man, and only vaguely sense the kitteh...you with me?"

“Yes,” Lao-hu nodded agreeing. “The divine, either the celestial or infernal, even the smallest portion of those always made the subject more than a mere human, this is clear through the history so I don’t have anything against it today either,” he said. 

Gennie focused inwardly for a long moment, and then something seemed to subtly change about her...

Her aura flickered and flared as she dropped the habitual dampening of her true nature and the layers of concealment that allowed her to blend into the crowd and become as ordinary and uninteresting as the mortals she walked among.

The subtly shifting colours of blue, green and lavender that highlighted the Damascus steel grey of her eyes became more vibrant, her olive skin seemed more luminious, almost glowing with good health and wellbeing. Even the peculiar black-steel-grey-titanium-white of her shoulder length hair seemed to shimmer with a soft sheen of hematite fading to almost-moonstone.

The rose tattoos seemed to stand out against her skin, the peacock feather tattoo shimmered as the real thing would in sunlight--of the tattoos they could currently see. She still wasn't what most among mortal or immortal folk would consider a notable beauty, but the intensity of her presence made her rather striking--and certainly *far* more memorable than she had been moments ago.

But in the act of showing her true Aspect, the souldeep scars that remained invisible to mortal eyes were quite obvious, psychic and mystic channels permanently seared open, like eyes unable to close.

The scent of rain in the desert, ozone and silver was much stronger now, accompanied by the lightening-like flickers of moonfire that arced throughout her aura and Aspect.

Beyond the brilliance was a tantalizing glimpse of an ingenious network of psychic and mystic defenses Gennie had perfected over years of experimentation, trial-and-error and fuelled through conscious, continual act of will by a portion of her mage-gift that she'd dedicated to that purpose.

She was left a Master-level sorceress, with a manageable ammount of power that wouldn't overwhelm her damaged channels or spin out of control as Wan-hu had alluded to earlier...

"...this...is what allows me t'effect more than 'just' your surface," Gennie remarked as she let him See through her strange perspective of psychic and mystic perception: Both the tiger, the young man and the various combinations of the two--via the psychic link she'd held since he'd first come into the office to try a magelight, "It's not quite The Sight-gift, nor mage-sight, nor your true-sight."
"It's a bit of all rolled in t'one, near as I can tell, so that's why I call it "Othersight"... I See all that is...I just get headaches from it at times, from Seeing too much with...well...you've seen the scars, you can probably figure the rest out..."

“Understood,” nodded Lao-hu tilting his head as he measured her, shields dropped and power sparkling free. “My magic sense is my nose, not my eyes, except what the true sight can reveal about it. I learned that my sight shows anything’s and any being’s real form, no matter how s/he tries to hide it, and by real I mean everything what she is,” he explained, not being able to resist a sideways glance at Wan-hu. “So I was taught, anyway.”
“I’m glad that I can See you, Gennie, behind those guises, the real you is very impressive, indeed!” he said with a respectful nod and a faint smile.
"I'm just glad you're not frightened away by the scars I bear." Gennie replied with a sense of genuine relief. "Many are quite discomfited when they See me as I truly am...and that, in part, is why I've not done as much teaching as Anais has."

“Stripes are my weakness,” shrugged Lao-hu nonchalantly. “You couldn’t be here as you are without them, and if you couldn’t control finely you gift, so what am I supposed to be afraid of?”
"But this is how it works...I don't just effect one part of a thing. I effect the whole thing..." Gennie added as she picked up the lazily twitching--currently non-existant--kitteh tail of Lao-hu's inner kitteh and gently gripped it in her actual hand.
“Hey!” growled Striped as he felt the grip and immediately moved the tail away, without thinking. They weren’t that acquainted yet that he would’ve let her touch him so. The problem was that he was in human form so the reflex was ineffective. The feeling bothered him enough to let his will force its was through and so a soft, white jade colored fog embraced him for a moment, like a natural veil during the Fall. 
His form changed behind, and when the mist dispersed he sat there in his most used tigroid form, with thick but soft orange fur, black stripes and some white at his face. It was a sleek, wired body, more a martial artist or athlete than a warrior or a whiny mage. He wore considerably less garment, as the way he changed had some magic in it, not only the body shifted between forms, tearing up the fabric. That wouldn’t be too elegant, he mused not for the first time since he awakened to his gift. 
The tail was soon pulled out from Gennie’s grip, curling around Striped’s waist to rest there for a while, but the twitching of its end hinted that it won’t be unmoving too long.
The twitching fuzzy tail slipped out of Gennie's light grasp, she chuckled softly to herself, "You might want t'be careful of the Spawn...you're now another playmate for them t'tease..."

“Until I eat one... or at least shake its neck to teach some decorum, eh?” he shrugged and pulled his legs onto the seat what he could now do without restraints and it was much more comfortable, anyway. “But then it could happen that I’m gonna join them playing around, sneaking and pounce on you or others,” he added with a sly smile. The widening of his pupils and the sweeping tail hinted that he didn’t find the idea as far as incidentally it sounded.
Wan-hu stood up, "As for me nephew..." she started turning her attention momentarily to cast a shielding spell to keep what she was about to show Lao-hu inside the office. "While yes I am kin to you, that is not what allows me to see or effect parts of you that are not seen." She sighed, "Never thought I'd purposefully drop my shields like this." then concentrates inwards for a moment.

“Never say never,” chuckled Striped when he turned his eyes at her, following her moves and bein’ curious what she want to offer after such introduction.
The oriental woman image fades as she becomes the felinoid she was when she first entered the room. "I warn you to let me know if your eyes start hurting..." she tells him as her divine shields started fading from her. "I'm also going to do this in stages, since I don't want to blind your mage-gift." 
He only waved to her, gesturing to go forward, since he heard this warning before, when she was healing Gennie’s knee earlier and he tried to peek out the system, the method behind the spell. The young tiger still was confident in his abilities; he had seen a few strong magic sources before and survived it, but he knew that as well that cautiousness never hurts if not done too exaggeratedly.
The first shield to drop was the one keeping a lid on her mystical powers. If Lao-hu were to guess her mage-rank, she was definitely an Adept level sorceress. Her psychic and mystic channels pulsed with powers unknown to most humans. "Had I been born mortal with just this, I'd be considered an Adept with maybe Greater Adept potential." she says. Then begs forgiveness from Gennie, "You can also see the difference between Gennie and I, though had her abilities not been fucked with when she was young, she'd also have a similar look to her mage gifts." With that, a new divine shield was put up hiding her mage abilities again.

Then Wan-hu started to glow with an inner light that actually dimmed Gennie's. "Now add to that my divine spark." If Gennie's spark made her rather striking, Wan-hu's lent her an air of otherness, that spoke of a certain dignity, yet it sparkled with mischief and humor.

...capable of refreshing like a crystal spring or bubbling brook, or of marshaling the relentless might of the ocean tides...

“Both of you are more adept at measuring on what level at one’s magic is, and what it can reach with proper training under a master’s hand, so all I can say that you aren’t that similar to my eyes and nose,” Striped said shrugging slightly. 

"You'll learn, Leo-who." the soulscarred mystic assured the young felinoid fellow, "If *I* can master what magic I have, then it's possible for anyone t'do so, given the teaching and chance t'prove themselves...and you have the potential t'be a very good mage. Adept potential."

“It’ll be as it’ll be, as far as it’s my decision,” nodded the young mage. Her words tickled his pride indeed, and that showed on the rising fur and the half-closed eyelids. He barely haven’t purred by the thought that he can reach Adept levels in his magic, but his knowledge was enough to judge that there is a long way waiting on him before that point. Still it was a good one.
"I have a connection to the cosmos that many only wish they could have. Though if they had it like I do, they'd wish to not have it anymore." she says chuckling slightly. "If not careful with it, I can see and hear more then anyone would care to all at once and end up with a migraine that would cause normal mortals to go insane." she continues. "With it I too see Lao-hu the man, the tiger, and all variations you are capable of becoming sitting before me." Her glow then slowly begins to fade as she re-shielded it. Once her shielding spell was done, her divine spark was still somewhat noticeable, as if she didn't shield it all the way.

Either not realizing this or ignoring it, she looks at Lao-hu, "I'm going to beg pardon and check your eyes for any damage..." She then casts a rather high end spell and Lao-hu's eyes felt like they where being checked for Glaucoma. "Hmmm no real harm done, or at least nothing that wont heal in a day or two..." she mutters then ends the spell. "Any other questions Lao-hu?"
“Yeah, I have,” he flashed a few frost-white teeth. “How can I learn this?” he asked, not even squandering a thought on the possibility that he couldn’t. “Or,” he teetered his tiger-head from side to side, “how can I protect myself from such attacks? Don’t say that these weren’t ones, ‘coz they were, only they weren’t that strong and weren’t initiated by the reason of doing real harm.” 
“Won’t be good if I could be touched like this during a battle or other test of my abilities by a hostile sorcerer; or one could’ve point out my multiple forms and legacy, that could result many problems nowadays…” 
"The same way Gennie and I have been keeping our true selves from everyone else..." Wan-hu starts to reply, "shielding." she finishes then points over to Gennie. "And there's the best one to learn from. Gennie is probably the expert on creating shielding for one's abilities, or for ones true selves." she says. Wan-hu seems to get distracted by her hand for a moment. "Um, ok... does it seem like my divine spark is fully shielded to you, or is it still sorta noticeable?"
“Understood,” nodded the young tiger, following the suggested direction to Gennie with his eyes. Lao-hu then tilted his head and sniffed at the direction of Wan-hu, jaws open a bit, tasting her scent and magic after the question. He measured what he felt and her divinity was noticeable indeed yet, but before he could’ve reply Gennie did that.
"Gee, thanks, Grannie," Gennie replied with a dose of friendly sarcasm, "And yes, you're still sputtering like one of those trick birthday candles one can't blow out...May I?"

"You can point out where it's weak, but don't try and fix it." Wan-hu answers.

Then Gennie reached out with her mystical abilities and tweaked Wan-hu's shielding a bit here and there, her knowledge of metamagical function and expertise in manipulating raw magical forces on display. The finetuning of another's shielding wasn't a common thing, as Gennie rarely liked to be in such personal contact with another--a drawback and side-effect of the damage she'd endured as a child.

What she lacked in power, due to her permanently damaged mystical and psychic abilities, she compensated for with skill, practice, genius and creativity. A good many might look at her with pity and think of all she 'couldn't' do, not realising that she'd long ago learned what she could do, or ways to work around the things she truly couldn't accomplish...and some of those who'd underestimated her had learned the hard way that Gennie Lake was the very personification of unconventional and persistance.

"How's that feel?" she asked after ten minutes of tinkering.
Again the young tiger godling studied with all his senses and ways how Gennie worked on the goddess’s shields, trying to deduct and understand the techniques and methods, learning on the way. It was at least as good as doing that from books or experiencing it on his own fur. Almost.

"No offense but weird." Wan-hu replies. "It's almost as if somehow my shielding became less effective in covering my spark. But seeing as I've been using the same level of shielding for years, the only way that could happen is if I get a promotion within the pantheon to Lesser God." she replies. If on queue, as soon as she finishes three old style oriental scrolls drop on the desk near Wan-hu. Her eyes widen as she sees them, as she picks one up her nose and ears turn pink, she makes it vanish 'up her sleeve' seconds later.

Lao-hu perked up on his seat, moving closer to the desk in a fluid motion to see better said scrolls, his catly curiousness overshadowing his otherwise mildly polite nature. The reaction of his aunt and the quickness she sleight-of-handed one of them hinted that its from a dear one, or someone who’s identity she wouldn’t want to share... and that made it even more interesting. Unfortunately she was too quick and he couldn’t read through the fabric of her clothes...

The other two she picks up at the same time, one has a rather lavish seal on it. "Mom I can somewhat understand, but why would The Jade Emperor and his magistrate send me something?" she asks mostly to herself. She breaks the seal and starts reading the scroll. "To Yi B..err Wan-hu. I hereby grant you a promotion from Demi-god to Lesser-god within the Xian for your work in advancing the Xian in the new era. Please find instructions from my magistrate on how to correctly adapt to your new station. Keep up the good work, I expect good things from you in the future. The Jade Emperor." she says, reading the scroll out loud, translating it from the Elder-Chinese it was written in. Wan-hu almost dropped the scrolls in shock as she read the scroll, and just stood there bug-eyed once she finished.
“Hehe,” chuckled Striped at her expression, though he was really impressed by the information. The way it was conveyed was much less pompous he’d have expected, with fanfares, a reception with all the prominent goddesses and gods around in a royal hall. But considering the amount of Chinese Gods, counting in all the smallest ones whom he knew as a Shen believer; well, that might be too expensive even for a Greater God, he decided.

“Looking at your face, should I congratulate or offer my condolences?” he asked finally grinning widely at Wan-hu, but only after he had read everything he could on the scrolls from that distance and angle. 
Wan-hu slowly snapped back to reality, "Huh... oh uh, congratulate I guess.." was her reply. "I'm just kinda surprised as I really don't know what I did to gain the promotion." she continues, still a little shaken up. She re-rolls the scroll and looks at the still sealed scroll from the magistrate. She brings it up to her nose and sniffs it, "Oh great, he let my older half-sister Mao write the instructions... She's going to be pissed cause I got promoted before she did, and she's the one being groomed to take mom's place." She then takes in a long sigh. "I guess I should head off to my workshop to read this one and re-do my shielding there." she says then looks towards Gennie. "I'll contact you once I'm done if it's not too late, k?"
Gennie quirked a brow upward, "That's a'right. I'll let you go deal with letters from home and what you're supposed t'be doing. I'll worry about His Fuzziness and cantrips. Congrats...I think...but I'd be asking what's the drawbacks t'that promotion before I get to comfortable, if I were you, Wan-who..."

Wan-hu shook the scroll from her half sister, "Yeah that information should be in here as well, if she didn't go off the deep end bitching about how I got promoted first." Wan-hu replies. "Though seeing as she was tasked by the emperor, she'll probably only bitch for a paragraph then get to the business she was tasked to write in the first place." She then returned the stool she'd been sitting on to where Gennie pushed it out from. "Later 'cousin', we'll talk again later I'm sure." Wan-hu then disappeared, along with the shielding she had put up minutes earlier.

“See you,” waved goodbye Lao-hu to the goddess as he watched her fidgeting over her scrolls and her promotion, then disappear. Another aunt, he mused meanwhile, pouring off the information from the side-comment about Wan-hu’s half-sister, whom he never heard of, again. His family was a lot wider than he was taught, it seemed, even if he advisedly spent energy to get acquainted with various gods, demigods and other divinities; not only back at home, in China, but over the world as well. But then, the gods’ liked to be mysterious and secretive, almost all of them, he reminded himself.
She turned back to Lao-hu, "And how d'you feel about heading up t'see my Workroom? Trust me...it'll contain anything you can currently throw at it, and then some."
“Oooh, that sounds like a challenge,” straightened Striped grinning. If Gennie said that he couldn’t break through the shielding of said room, that surely will be so, considering that Wan-hu introduced her as a master of shielding and that she was higher on the ladder of magic than him, but it’d be still interesting to try unrestrained what he can unleash.
“Lead the way, milady,” he said as he stood without hesitation, stretching his body as he did.

Gennie grabbed her satchel and an apparently antique walking stick with an elegant Art Deco handle of solid silver, "C'mon...I'll show you the way."

She lead him through the store, toward a staircase at the back--with a velvet rope and a sign that said "Employees ONLY" in several languages--and smelled of Anais's magic, a ward to turn away the curious of all species. But, Gennie had been 'keyed' to the wards when they were created, so she could easily remove the cord and allow a guest to pass under her supervision.

"Bear with me, as stairs aren't my strong point," Gennie requested as she replaced the rope behind them and the wards flared into place. Then she began to slowly climb the stairs with help from her walking stick and the bannister--an occasional grimace clouding her features.

“Can I help in any way?” the young man asked, following her one step behind, hands ready to support the woman would she need it. He didn’t really expect agreement as Gennie seemed very self-supporting, but that was a question what had to be asked.

It took Gennie a few minutes to reach the first landing, then the stairs turned upward again--a shorter series this time. She navigated these and stopped at a beautiful old Art Noveau mirror that nearly reached from floor to ceiling, "Forgive me, but this's the easiest way t'do this t'the uninitiated..."

He sniffed at the mirror, then studied its frame and reflection, suspecting some magic on it. He had read novels about portals like this, even mentioned one in one of his books. “A portal, perhaps?” he raised furrowed his brows.
“And what do you mean by that remark?”

"You'll see..." Gennie promised cryptically, though there was a certain smugness in her expression.

Once he seemed ready, Gennie braced Lao-hu against her side and slipped an arm under his shoulders and physically hauled him through the mirror's surface...
“Whatta...?” the comment escaped his lips as he was drawn through it, even though he knew what comes next. Still, it was an interesting experience, he tried to expand his senses to feel the touch of the mirror on his skin, the smell of it and the view of the way...
XVI.

Gennie was used to the feeling of the floor dropping out from underneath one, of using a minor Gate, but for someone who'd never experienced it? It'd be quite disconcerting at best...and while she didn't necessarily care for the feeling, she'd ceased to show her discomforture over the years.

"It's a static Gate, meaning, a Gate from one place t'another, that's permanently anchored in the mirror itself.." she explained, "That's also why you'll never see me step *on* a threshold of any door or whatnot...it's a requisite habit when one's dealing with magic."

Gennie set Lao-hu on his feet and steadied *him* in the aftermath of crossing from the store's more public areas to the private spaces where she, Anais, Topaz, Pat and Mrs. Webb conducted much of their actual psychic and mystic workings.

“I know some gates and portals, but this is a very strange way to enter one,” he shook his head and his fur began to smoothen again after the sudden entry. Only then did he look around, to see where they arrived.
"I shouldn't have t'carry you next time..." Gennie replied, smoothing the fur atop his head much like she would Agate, Stormy or one of the Spawn, in a kind, reassuring way.

“Good to know,” he smiled, reflexively pushing his head into the touch then awakening to the situation he pulled it back and straightened himself.
Gennie chuckled softly as Lao-hu leaned into the scritchies. He was soooo catlike at times, it seemed. A subtly endearing trait common to most other felines of her acquaintance...

The style of architecture had also changed--carrying a far more subtle, Moorish and Indian look about it, with beautifully tiled floors and walls, the air carrying traces of various forms of incense, oils and medicinals from the nearby stillroom--where their custom blended goods were created.

"You're smelling the stillroom. That's Topaz's domain. We're going down the hall t'the Workroom." Gennie continued as she gently tugged at his hand to follow her.
“Okay, I’m the new guy here, y’know where we’re going,” he shrugged and walked along. He kept his senses sharp, though. Some old, painful memories and some not so old one never let him let his guard down fully; his grandfather’s style of teaching ensured that. He shivered with the dark picture and almost heard the whizzing of his wand, with the slight but painful touch at the end of the precise movement.
"Yes, I do." she replied, squeezing his hand/paw gently as she lead him through several corridors that couldn't possibly be contained by the buildings he'd seen earlier from the outside, finally arriving at carved cedar doors, enlaid with semi-precious stones and metal in a mosaic. He could 'smell' Gennie's stormy magic rising as she used her rather unique aura as a form of ID to release the locks on the doors, both magical and technological, physical and not.

Striped studied the door, both the frame and the wings to see if there is any symbol or trace of magic what he could recognize and identify. The idea of using one’s unique aura as an entry key wasn’t a new one but the complexity of the doorway requested some respect, he decided.
"This's my Workroom. Anais and Topaz have one of their own, and there's a scrying room for all of us t'use for psychic matters." Gennie explained as she opened half the double doors and gestured for Lao-hu to enter, "Enter freely and of your own will..."
He tilted his head and furrowed his brows hearing the comment’s strange phrasing. Well, it was strange to him at least, he corrected himself mentally. After a few moments of stare he nodded and walked through the entrance, opening his mind and senses again to gather everything he’ll encounter inside.
Gennie's Workroom was a fairly well organised place, with an ecclectic mix of technology, old fashioned books, artifacts and shelves to store things. There was a sewing machine and apparently a couple of costuming projects in-process in one part of the oddly shaped room.

It had the look and feel of an old Victorian era place mixed with the Frank Lloyd Wright Arts-and-Crafts movement--what with the built-in cabinets and storage. Exotically geometric stained glass fit the windows, letting a nice multi-coloured glow scatter over the space...and there were apparently doors leading to other rooms or storage available.

There was little hint that they were technically in the centre of one of the most populace areas on Earth--no traffic noise, nor hum of overhead aircaft. The most he could 'hear' was the faint birdsong outside the windows, though there was no real way to see past the stained glass windows to what they might look out upon.

His nose could pick up the stronger scent of ozone and rain or storms in this place, which was so strongly associated with Gennie and her particular brand of ecclectic magic. Even the colours she used for her decor reflected that-- soothing blues, greys and touches of lavender, violet, sage green and black. Gennie conjured a magelight that further lit the space, revealing it to be larger than he might've imagined, "Well...this's it. This's where I do most of my spellcrafting, but I've an adjoining room where I test things—nothing to be destroyed in there..."
He turned around fully on his heels, drinking in the sight and its expressions silently at first, recognizing the features and various styles with the help of his studies. It emanated a kind of familiarity with these colors and scents; she wasn’t the only one who liked the storms and rain - though he hasn’t like to be wet or being outside during these, since he had an uncomfortable habit of attracting the lightning, he enjoyed watching and smelling those.
Lao-hu remained near his guide, suppressing his natural curiousness to explore the facility for his liking, touching and sniffing at everything what might be interesting. “Very nice looking,” he nodded instead, gesturing around. 
"Thanks...it'd better be nice, considering the ammount of time I spend here.." Gennie remarked drily. "It's rather home at times."

The young tiger-mage chuckled darkly at her remark, shrugging nonchalantly, but said nothing aloud. He too was familiar the feeling of sleeping in the office, though he did that rarely. He felt himself more comfortable at home, no doubt on that.

“We’re going to visit that empty room, I guess?” he grinned along with the next question.
"Well, it's not exactly empty, but nothing valuable there." Gennie replied as she limped over to the door and used a bit of her own magic to remove the magelock, "C'mon in...the magic's fine..."

She pushed the door open and gestured for him to precede her into the room...
Striped simply nodded and waltzed in to the next room, caring to step over the doorstep and not touching it.
Gennie followed him, into what appeared to be an ordinary room, in similar style to the previous one, but minimally furnished with sturdy chairs and a table to one side. The walls didn't really show any signs of magical mishaps, but that might be part of the enchantments he smelled--perhaps the sort of thing designed to protect the space?

Either way, it seemed even more removed from the outside world when Gennie closed the door behind herself and spoke a brief word to render it ready for 'practice'.

"A'right..." she muttered, setting her satchel and walking stick aside on the table before brushing her hands over her faded Levis (blue jeans), "We're going t'work on building from those cantrips I showed you earlier...we're going t'start again with the magelight...only this time, we're going t'explore some different uses for light...so, let's see you create that basic magelight first..."
The stripy novice sighed and his maw seemed to elongate with frustration. He expected more dramatic and powerful things in this room, testing those wards... but then he dutifully lifted a finger and focused some bit of magical energy into his claw. That began to shed a soft, dark yellowish light with a slight metallic hue as his power usually manifested. “Here it is,” he looked at Gennie.
"A'right. We've got a light..." Gennie replied as she manifested her own version of 'magelight', a pale silvery-white light with a blue tinge, not unlike moonlight. "Now, let's think about things we can do with it. Right now, it's a globe, illuminating like a lightbulb in a lamp....Let's reshape the illumination t'work light a spotlight....so it's directed in a cone-shape."

Gennie darkened the room so their light would more easily be seen against the lower backdrop of shadow. Then she reshaped her magelight, so that it directed from the palm of her hand in a sort of cone-shaped focus, casting a glowing pool on the wall when she raised her palm outward to point in that direction....

“Oh well, let’s see,” nodded the felinoid and narrowed his eyes while he concentrated on modifying the cantrip. He imagined it like the rays of the sun, shining through the autumn clouds. The magic rays followed his will, slowly narrowing until it became as small as was requested. Its color changed a bit meanwhile, turning closer said autumn sunlight, mimicking that almost perfectly, correcting every small detail. 
Since it came from his claws and fingertips, it wasn’t as smooth as Gennie’s, but had lighter and darker stripes inside but that was only cosmetic effect, not influencing the brightness at the target area.
“And now?” he asked.

"A'right, you've got a cone and a spotlight. The next stage is t'control the brightness and focus." Gennie explained as she pulled a mini-magelight out of her pocket and demonstrated with her free hand, how to change the 'focus' and intensity of the beam of light. Then the mundane magelight disappeared into her pocket and she repeated the process with the magelight, "This's something that'll take practice t'make second nature--but we're working in here, in case you accidentally focus a magelight in t'a laser beam..."
“I see,” he nodded as he watched the presentation. Her control over these cantrips was very fine, he saw but that was natural for a master and for one who practiced magic longer than his full life. He had patience more than a spoonful but sometimes the boring repeating the same thing made him growl up and that usually resulted a magic miscarriage and a sooty spot on something after the outbreak of raw magic energies. 

"You've got t'be able t'work have precision over any amount of magical energy in order t'be truly effective." Gennie remarked as she watched his attempts to manipulate the existing magelight, "Because no matter the raw potential you have, the precision t'use no more power than necessary t'achieve one's goals is what stands between the subtle and successful mage and the flamboyant and flagrant spellchucker that gives us all bad repute."

Fortunately this was far away yet, her teachings were new and interesting so far, and so he could put effort into the process. But that couldn’t save him from other failures... as if she would’ve seen the future, when he focused his will on the magelight, changing the radius of its cone, at first back at wider then going smaller and more focused he lost control over the spell. He glanced at Gennie’s light sideways and that small movement, glancing at her mystic streaks made his light continue the last command, focusing more and more until it eventuated a cutting, bright dark-yellowish band of light...
The impact of the laser-like beam on the Workroom's shields caused them to flare, not unlike the shields of the Enterprise when impacted with an enemy ship's phaser beams. But Gennie's Workroom soaked in the energy projected at them and used it to recharge the wards that empowered them.

With a wave of her hand, Gennie's magelight vanished and she dispelled the slip of his magelight-turned-plasma-torch, "You'll have t'remember that one, should a cutting torch be useful..."

“Darn, these cantrips messing with me,” he sighed displeased, head hanging, ears pulled back onto his skull in shame as he glanced up at Gennie’s comment, hearing the joy in it. Better than the stick, but the feeling wasn’t lighter much. It was almost like he’d started all his studies from the start, only botching stuff. Not too impressive for the first meeting, he thought and sighed.
"You should've seen me, learning t'do cantrips with Hekate and Hera." Gennie sighed, a slightly rueful smile, "You're doing better than I did t'start...there's a saying from those days that I'll likely never live down... "Genevieve! That's not an aura...! it's..a..blast radius!" Given that was before I made a few modifications t'things work..."

“I was thrown into the lake of normal spells right from the start. A tiger has to know how to control nature, animals and plants and who and how he wants to protect,” he quoted the instructions from those times. A smile emerged in his eyes, though, as he imagined what could’ve led to that saying.
"You're easily distracted... Do I need t'turn my hair back t'drab dirt brown?" she asked with a chuckle. "And while I know magelights aren't your strength, they're one of the least harmful spells t'practice one's fine control with...though I suppose we could test you with small amounts of different kinds of metal for a change of pace?"
“No use of colorization, you know that I’ll see through that,” he shook his head taking straightly her question, deliberately ignoring the teasing behind that.
"Then I'll have t'work on my glamours." Gennie decided, a contemplative look in her eyes as she seemed to view that as a 'friendly challenge' of sorts.

Lao-hu nodded to her, the sparkle in his eyes revealed that he found the idea admissible. He liked to sort of races between friends or closer colleagues, helped to keep up the spirit and the wish it evolve further in the matter chosen as ground.
Gennie winked at Lao-hu....

“I’m not showing my best shape, I have to assure you,” he tried a half-grin. “Since I could see through anything I’ve encountered so far, there was no use for me to learn light spells, or cantrips. Not that I would’ve been poked with them, anyway,” he shrugged.
"You'll likely learn one thing from me, Leo-who," Gennie interjected with a laugh, "I've a saying: "No learning's ever truly wasted..." And if I can sneak some learning in between your fangs and claws only t'catch you by the tail in surprise, then I'll not have misspent my time working with you."

Said tail’s fur puffed up being reminded the insult of sudden gripping and returned closer to his body, but not for long; a few moments later it moved just as curiously and excited as before. “You can,” he nodded meanwhile, seemingly not spending attention to his tail.
The mystic reached over and gently caught the twitching tail that was now thwapping against her leg, patting the puffed up end, "...and at least there's no misspent time in getting acquainted with a new friend..."

“Always good to get new friends,” nodded Lao-hu, pulling his tail from her hand and sweeping over it with his palm, smoothing his fur. He was tempted to clean it, too but resisted that.
“Metal sounds good,” his eyes flared with interest, “but I used my innate ability to do a thing or two with those, mostly with iron-based ones, though. Maybe I’ll have more luck with those using magic, too.”

"You've only used your innate psi-talent and never your mage-gift t'work with metals?!" Gennie exclaimed in surprise, "I was t'understand that you're an Elementally focused mage--Metal, being the manner of magic you excellend in..."

“Never got any spell with that,” shrugged the young tiger, nonchalantly scratching his right ear. “I said a few times, I know only a very limited selection of spells; and though you can say that I’m Elementally focused, I’d say that I’m Nature-oriented instead. I know a few things about magic theory so I’m not that lost, but I couldn’t affect Water or Earth, for example, in their elemental forms, only in nature,” he explained his way.
“The Metal is much closer to me, a built-in ability, kind of, part of my body sometimes,” he said and showed a claw like silver, then a rusty iron one on the next finger. “I think its magic in nature as well as most of my supernatural abilities, thanks to my heritage,” he said, closing his eyes and nodded a silent thanks to his ancestor before continuing, “but otherwise I don’t handle it on the way as I do with spells.”
“Maybe I’ll see another way to reach and – hopefully – empower it?” 

"Yes. I have no innate talent t'manipulate metal from a psychic perspective." she replied, "My ability t'work with metal is strictly magical, so I shall likely invoke a temporary impediment to your innate metatalent for shaping metals, so that you *have* t'work through your mage-gift."

"Are you amenable t'that?" she asked, waiting for Lao-hu's assent before she would act.
“I... I don’t know,” he looked at her, eyes widening as he thought it over. It was with him since a while from his birth and even if it was hidden for years, he got used to it as much that it was for him just like any other part of his body. “I can’t imagine myself without it now, its like a limb for me,” he shook his head undecidedly.
"It would only be temporary for while we're working with your magic." Gennie clarified, "And it's not much different than me accepting a magical blindfold when my sifu is teaching me t'defend myself without vision...but instead t'rely upon my other mundane, mystic and psychic senses."

"The reason I'd ask you t'do this is so that you can better learn the extent of your mage-gift in relation t'the Element of Metal...rather than defaulting t'your innate metatalent." she continued explaining, "It's a way t'let you learn the difference in the two, before working them together."
“I understand,” he nodded, “but not used to it, you know?” 

“We can give it a try,” he agreed finally, after taking a deep breath and releasing it as a long sigh. He was a bit anxious that was obvious, but was at least as determined to spend all he can on his studies and expand his abilities to the maximum, and beyond that. This was his duty, what he took on his shoulders right at his birth, descending from the Otherworldly Forest of the White Tiger. And he was curious, too, of course...
"A'right." Gennie replied as she used a mix of psychic and mystic talents to temporarily block Lao-hu's metatalent that specifically permitted him to manipulate metal via magnetic means.

He flinched when he felt her mental fingers inside his soul and felt his power pour off, then being cut of from those fields of Earth what maintained his inner positioning system. He simply couldn’t get lost, these magnetic lines exactly telling him where he is on the planet and which way is up or down, or any other points of the compass.

The blocks were surprisingly easy to set, given that it was a technique she used with the young psychics that were given advanced tutoring at Arakne's Web--she worked with a good many of them on a regular basis, but hadn't done so much with the mystically inclined before now. 
She withdrew from the young shifter's mind and returned to the normal teaching link she'd maintained since they'd started working on the cantrips earlier... 

"You're all set. Now, I'd like t'make sure, by having you try t'do something easy--bend the metal spoon." Gennie continued as she held up a cheap stainless steel spoon that one might find in one's customary hole-in-the-wall eateries.
Striped reached out into his soul, searching for power what he could’ve utilize for the task, just like at any time before this, since his gifts awakened around the day of his adulthood. He fought to find something but now it was hidden from his senses. Still he wanted that spoon bend and so watched it like a predator the prey, eyes narrowing, focus on the smooth metal surface...
Gennie watched the workings of the younger mage's mind, noting that he was trying to 'bend' the metal with his innate magnetikinetic ability--but she'd effectively blocked that metatalent for the time being. She didn't offer any suggestions or hints...limiting herself to pure observation as he struggled to find his own answers.

But then, something seemed to click as his eyes narrowed, focusing on the spoon she held up...like he was finally Seeing it, rather than just staring at it...

She turned the spoon so he could See it from all angles, "It's just a stainless steel spoon, Leo-who...don't look at it...See it."

“I Smell too, not just See,” grumbled Striped under his breath, this time effectively keeping up his focus so far, as he tasted the spoon’s scent with his extraordinary senses, analyzing its components and digging behind its surface, searching for some core what he could grab on without his built-in magnetic affinity. 
He silently cited an old prayer-poem asking help from his ancestor, to allow him to use his abilities well and right, winning over the obstacle in front of him. He was accustomed to such doings; it was part of his life just as of many others’, as they already discussed it. These chants helped to focus, usually, or in his case probably a bit more... Either because of this, either by his own workings, but the power lines of the metal slowly began to form in front of his eyes.
"Now...bend it." Gennie instructed the young mage, as he seemed to be getting the idea...and the spoon slowly began to wilt over like a time-lapse flower...
He reached out with his mage gift as he was taught not long ago when they had tea with Gennie and Wan-hu. This time Lao-hu grabbed those lines he saw around the spoon and tentatively pulled them, forming a metal sphere in his mind from them and the metal followed the instructions. The tip of the spoon turned around itself, rolling down until it began to look like a sphere, kind of a lollipop what had a tiger’s paw scratched onto its surface...
Gennie chuckled at the tiger paw 'etching' on the metal, then applied her own magic to it--even though it wasn't one of her stronger Elements. She let the power seep through the metal, the "lolipop" shape seeming to melt under her influence, then flowing into a new shape that sprouted leaves and the 'ball' burst open into a flower bud.

That bud in turn bloomed into a peony--a flower particularly important in Chinese culture and history. The colour of the steel shifted and took on a rich pinkish hue for the blossom and greenish for the leaves and stem as if enamelled.

Then it slowly wilted in on itself and then grew anew, becoming one of Gennie's favourite flowers: A rose.

She quirked a brow at Lao-hu, watching his reactions to see if he had comprehended what she was doing on a magical level, and his reactions to that demonstration of magical control over the Element of Metal.
The young mage tilted his head watching the impressive display in front of him, at her hands and nodded appreciatively. He never thought such workings are soluble, not only reshaping the metal but practically reforming its structure to look like another. But he learned much during this few hours, after all, therefore he not just admired the changing but focused on the details as well, following the magic’s threads in-and-out and around the thing what was once a spoon.
He recognized the flowers, too, since the first one had noble meaning in the old China (and in the new as well), being the one associated with wealth and honor, though the second part meant more to Lao-hu than the first one. He usually took the richness or wealth as a tool to achieve his other goals, like saving the tigers or gathering new friends and acquaintances. He wasn’t a king or a high noble at any level in the current society, but his heritage and knowledge raised him to those levels that he knew what is worth more than pure ranks or money.
“Nice flowers,” he said looking up from his musing, nodding again to Gennie. “I’d choose one from the forest, the simple one under your feet when you just walk around on your mountain. Not hunting, not running, just wandering on your territory. Like those nice purple ones...” he told, closing his eyes for a moment recalling the scent of said flowers, their pale purple and small, curled petals... he had forgotten for that second that his magic is still flowing, hers shadowing it for a while and the tool reacted to it.
"Thanks...and peonies are pretty, but they smell a bit odd t'me. I like roses much better...they smell wonderful!" Gennie admitted with a slight smile, the rose tattoos that wound up her right forearm and peeked above the neckline of her tank top served as confirmation, "But I guess that's obvious..."

The spoon began to waver in her hand, bubbling and morphing like it’d be melting and became totally unrecognizable. But as he continued to talk it began to sprout tentatively, growing strands after strands until there were a small bunch of them, then suddenly they all changed into those flowers he talked about.
Gennie's dark brow quirked upward, "Now...that's more like it...and those are certainly cute flowers."

“Yeah, I like ‘em very much,” he nodded, eyes still closed enjoying the memory but then the meaning of the sentence hit him and they popped open as he looked around confused. “Huh?” he pulled his head back a bit in surprise. “That’s a surprise,” he breathed.

"Y'know, I think I've found another aspect of your.. .difficulties... with your mage-gift..." she added as she studied the way the flowers had just emerged.
“Hm?” he tilted his head at the comment, as if urging her to continue and reveal her ideas. Parallel with this, the flowers began to waver and then the whole bouquet wilted and pulled itself together to the original form like a rubber or something. “Eh,” he puckered his lips.
"Just now, your magic was working quite well. You just let it flow and focused on your intent--what you wanted t'happen. You weren't 'fighting' the power, like trying t'stuff wiggling Jell-o into a small ziplock bag with tiger's paws, which is how you've been trying all afternoon." Gennie explained, making a cartoon tiger, who was trying to accomplish something like that with his paws, and not doing so well with it.
She looked at the 'ball' of metal, pinching the surface and pulling it outward into a light 'chain' form, like a necklace, then coiling it like a snake, as it changed shape again--into the shape of a little steel rattle snake, even rattling its tail with a subtle, tinkling sound.

Then it slithered over to the young felinoid's wrist and worked its way around to become a bracelet...

Striped lifted his paws, somewhere between a real tiger’s paw and a human’s hand, furry, clawed and all but with relatively normal fingers. “Ahem. I have paws,” he retorted dryly, but a faint smile lurked at the corner of his mouth. 

"Yes, you do." Gennie observed with equally dry humour. "And not quite as dextrous as your humanoid fingers are those. But practice in all forms and you shall learn t'be a better mage."

“Nice snake,” he observed the small metal creature. Would his connection to the metal not be blocked he could’ve made several similar things, at least this detailed if not more since that was one of the knacks he developed – the morphing and animation of tigers of various sizes and kinds. He spent a lot time with that, during the boring lessons or after them, relaxing.
"You're going t'learn t'do this level of detail--magically--because you're capable of it." Gennie reminded him with one of 'those' looks over the top of her glasses and a quirky grin that hinted at keeping him on his toes.

“And now I wasn’t spending attention to the spoon, I was lost in my memories about that mountain, and the spot I liked to relax where those flowers grow,” he explained. “Once I opened my eyes and saw what happened, I lost control over it. Maybe that’s another way,” he shrugged, “more imagination and less will?” he glanced at Gennie askingly.

"Yes, quite so...I'm not just a stuffy old history professor, y'know?" the empathic sorceress challenged him. 
“You aren’t?” he asked back tilting his head, lacking the perfect eyebrow to lift in this tigroid shape. His tone conveyed the doubt he placed on the question, though, taking up the gloves as he never was against some teasing.

"There's a lot t'me that you've not yet figured out...yet...and I never promised t'make it easy t'do so, either. But, one might say that I'm quite creative in a number of different ways. That's something I intend t'impart t'you..."

“No surprise on that you have more than what you showed so far, one can’t get deeply acquainted with someone over an afternoon, no matter how much they talk,” he shrugged.
"Are you implying that I talk too much, Leo-who?" Gennie inquired with a very straight face.

“Well, if you’d listen back our afternoon, I doubt that I’d win counting the words,” he replied with just as plain face, though he had to focus to maintain that neutrality. “But I’d never say something that insulting...” he added a bit later, humor obvious in his tone this time. Sure he’d say if he’d find that funny, he knew himself and his big mouth well enough...
“I like to think that I myself am fairly creative, too,” he grinned, “but I’m not against friendly contests as you’ve probably noticed. Who knows, we both might profit from those.”
"Perhaps, we shall, since the aim is t'make learning enjoyable and more stimulating. I have little patience nor talent for learning by rote. I much prefer t'make the learning useful and adaptable t'the variety that's life." she admitted, though she also liked a little challenge here and there. It kept life interesting in the good sense, not the kind of *ahem* "Interesting" that referenced the old Chinese curse she seemed to have been born under.

“Some say that repetition is a way of learning things, too. If you do it with enough times and with enough focus, it burns into your nerves and you won’t even notice how and when you use it. This works for the martial arts, at least,” he added with a slight shrug, “but I see the advantage of lively challenges, too. Those help to sharpen the hunter’s instincts. The deadlier they are the better the lectures are,” he quoted from his grandpa, and sighed.

"I aim t'keep you on your toes and make you *think* about how t'apply all that magic you've got running around within you." Gennie countered, as she had seen more than a few of the Neo-pagan mages that came through her shop--who could cast certain spells and rituals by rote--but when she took them into the Workroom, they faltered and were unable to adapt to the 'real world' use of magic. "You need t'learn t'think about how t'use it and then practice using it so that you can adapt and improvise as you go..."

Those who practiced "high magick" as they liked to call their elaborate, ritualised and ceremonial forms of spellcasting, even the more formalized initiatory traditions of Gardnerian, Alexandrian and Corelian Wicca and witchcraft tended to look down their noses at the likes of Anais and herself. It was an old divide in the mystic community--between those who used ceremony, ritual and specific traditions to their magecraft and the more ecclectic, informal, independent types. Every tradition or lack thereof had its strengths and weaknesses, Gennie thought to herself, but the key was to find what worked best for oneself.

“But I’m thinking!” protested the young tiger reflexively, his fur bristling up at what he thought as an unfair comment, even if he knew that Gennie didn’t mean that so. “I can admit that my training wasn’t fully extended in every possible direction. I can admit that I’m with somewhat strict views about how the order of things should be, but no one can say that I’m not thinking when I try to apply my craft into something,” he said sulkily.

"Not creatively enough..." Gennie snickered.

"So you say," he growled obviously displeased by the woman's cheer what she didn't try to hide. He was kind of prideful, liked to be complimented and not chided and usually he tolerated very badly the pouty comments.

“This isn’t but another type of forest, a concrete jungle where I have to learn how to live and hunt…” he added with a low rumble of self-esteem deep in his voice.
"There you go." the mystic replied with a smirk, "NOW you're starting t'think."

"Meh," he huffed, fur still bristled and he curled his tail around his waist, idly stroking and scratching it, to calm himself.

XVII.

Gennie summoned a nice Chicken Alfredo pizza from Dion's--and then opened the box, to reveal chunks of chicken, sweet peppers, garlic and onions on a delicious deepdish crust, "Now, care t'make the rolling pizza cutter t'cut our dinner with?"
“Sure,” nodded the young tigroid mage, and looked down at the snake-bracelet he received from her. He huffed once then tried to follow the former revelation, using more imagination than raw strength to form what he wanted. He was a practiced user of his fantasy as a writer so it went with open eyes, too... 
The stainless steel tingled and flowed down into his palm where it gathered into a silvery, shivering pool like it’d have been made from quicksilver and there it rested for a moment. A moment later its center began to rise, pulled by unseen powers from above. A small, lithe tiger girl rose from the pool, breaching its surface, similarly how the Lady of the Lake was visible on many picture. She held a round shield in her hands, a tiger’s open maw on it and it looked very, very sharp. 

Once her toes were out all the pool was used up, she stood on Striped’s open palm, balancing perfectly. The she smiled and grabbed on the shield two sides, and the life run out from her, leaving the requested pizza cutter behind, only if a bit more fashioned.
“There you go,” Lao-hu smiled proudly at his teacher.
Gennie golf-clapped softly in the large space of her Workroom, "That's more like it....t'See in your mind, with more than 'just' the limits of one's eyes. Being able t'visualise is very important t'a mystic...but that's enough of that for now. Shall I cut this lovely pizza pie and see if we can catch up with the energy we've been expending...because if you're not hungry, you still need t'eat. The way I work magic tends t'depress the appitite..."
Striped looked perplexed at the woman, even if the smell of the pizza started his salivary glands’ workings. “We just ate, right before we came up here…” he muttered under his breath. Then he shrugged and waved off the problem for another time. “Sure, why not?”
“Now that you say… I knew that I can go for undefined time if something catches my full attention, but never really cared with the reasons behind,” he mused scratching his chin.
"Trust me...you're going t'be burning through a lot more magical energy than you're aware of as we do this...especially since we're only working with personal energies!" she shook her hair out of her eyes, pinning it back with a silver clip, "I'm not about t'let you tap a node until you've got better control over what you do with your innate mystical powersource!"

“Understood,” nodded Lao-hu and then stretched out, easing out every joint he had, even the vertebrae all along his backbone. He was curious how far he reach without outer help, since he was raised strictly on the White Tiger’s faith, so practically he muttered a brief prayer every time he used his magic or other abilities before now. He started like that here as well, but then the conversation with Gennie and Wan-hu made him stop that. So far successfully, it seems, he mused. He’ll still perform an offering once he’ll fall home, he decided.
“It’ll be just as strange for me as the things were to time here,” he said the filtered version of the silent thinking. “I used more often the outer energies than the self-powered before now...”
"You need t'learn t'use *both*." Gennie reiterated, paraphrasing an old Chinese proverb, "The one who conquers and masters oneself is the truest hero, after all..."

“I practiced both,” he grimaced, “just used the outer more, conveying my will to the elements of nature, the plants and the animals by that. The mastery… well that awaits in the future I’m sure of that, I just don’t know how far it lies,” he smiled.

"Then we'll see how far you get...even if I have t'push you a bit." she muttered.

She cut and served the pizza and divided it into sections--some on the lid of the box, some still in it, so each had a surface to eat from. Two bottles of green tea appeared beside the box to wash the pizza down with. Gennie plopped down on the hardwood floor, landing in lotus position on a comfortable cushion that some might recognise as originally intended to be a dog bed/lounge--but equally well suited to sitting upon in a Workroom as well...and another awaited Lao-hu's comfort.

The mystic didn't hesitate to tap the leylines and node that sat below the shop--and were accessable here, to her. They were securely 'keyed' to the mystics, primarily Gennie and Anais, and had some rather unpleasant features to deter others from messing with them.

Damaged as her mage-gift was, and only allowed her to channel a set level of power, she could still do some rather impressive things--like transform her Workroom into a pleasant formal English garden, with trees, flowers and other beautiful landscaping. A fountain tinkled merrily from a nearby wall, with birds coming to drink or splash in its waters...and the weather was typically English--pleasantly cool and cloudy.

"Much better, don't you agree?" Gennie asked with a smile as she wordlessly completed the transformation, using her mind's eye and creative ability to visualise things as her means of accomplishing her magic.
The young tiger watched as the garden shaped around them from nothing, his eyes following each subtle change until they finally settled on the birds, being the only bigger sized moving things nearby. The cat-instincts worked well, suggesting some chase-pat-and-play but he resisted the urge, only his tail twitched excitedly.
“Yeah, it looks very nice,” he agreed then at the question, curling onto the cushion and grabbing on a slice of pizza. “Is it a real one somewhere out,” he asked pointing nondirectionally upward, “or is it made for this room only?” He was rather sure that they didn’t move physically, only the scenery changed.
"This's one made within this room alone--as it draws elements from many formal European gardens I've visited in my life, combining my favourites into a restful, enjoyable place t'relax and unwind." Gennie replied as she waved a hand around the space, "And I'm pleased that you like it..." The mystic settled in with her slice of pizza, savouring the flavours that made Dion's cuisine so good. She needed a bit more sustenance before she set about putting Lao-hu through his paces for the rest of the afternoon and evening...he was going to get the hang of magelight and simple metal magic--even if she had to put a knot in the tigeroid's tail.
“Yup, its nice,” he repeated the former comment, mumbling with mouth full as he bit a measurable part of the pizza-slice off at once. He knew a few beautiful English Gardens along with some hidden Chinese, from the places he lived at or visited for learning. He would’ve visited the forest of his ancestor to relax or a bamboo jungle in deep China if it would’ve depended on him, but it didn’t and this type plantery provided almost as calming and peaceful environment.
"Thanks. I like Chinese and Japanese gardens, too." Gennie admitted. "You've never been t'the Otherworld, have you?"
"No, not yet," he shook his head, ears perking up in excitement. "I traveled with my chariot or simply with one of the tigers pulling it to a lot of place but mostly around the Earth. I know the Forest of the White Tiger somewhat, those parts where I was allowed to walk around. I know KunLun a bit, and I have visited some other goddess and god from the pantheon."

"Perhaps we can take a trip around?" he asked hopefully, tilting his head as he squinted with his mismatched eyes at Gennie.
"Mayhap we will, once you've a better grip on your magical ability--because the Otherworld is a very magical place, and I don't need you having any *ahem* magical mishaps in such a place." Gennie replied between bites of pizza. "We might visit my foster-mum in Olympus first. I have a feeling Artemis might be amind t'see Wan-who again, as well...."

“Thanks for the faith,” he muttered under his breath, then munched on the remnants of the pizza slices instead of continuing the sentence. It was a bit childish, he knew but he couldn’t resist saying at least that much, though his tone wasn’t too serious. He remained on the safer side of things most of the time, building more on his or on others knowledge than the shooting in the dark; though eventually his catty nature claimed the control wheel and that could lead anywhere…
The mentioning of the Greek huntress caught his attention again, so he raised a brow questioningly. Wouldn’t be a bad thing to meet with more gods and goddesses face to face, he thought, that’d widen his knowledge about them, both lexical and personal. And maybe a good hunt will fit into the timeframe, he mused, eyes turning misty and narrowing slightly.
Gennie just gave him a knowing look, grey eyes flickering with sublte shadows of lavender and blue as she reached over and scritched him behind an ear, like she would Agate or one of the other magicats that roamed the shop 'belowstairs'...

The mystic returned her attention to her pizza and gestured for Lao-hu to do to the same, "...we've got more work t'do on your metal-magic and that magelight. And I'm of a mind t'see you gain a bit of confidence in both this evening."
Lao-hu snatched another slice of pizza and began to tear that down too, if a bit slower than the first one. He was on the first afternoon of the new training, it was natural that he made mistakes or couldn’t control the cantrips as finely as he did with the more practiced stronger, older spells; that he knew well. But there was the issue with pride… what he had gotten more than a spoonful from his ancestor. “I’ll do whatever I can,” he stated firmly, between two bites.
"A'right..." Gennie muttered, cracking her knuckles before banishing the empty box and left over crusts to the recycling bin elsewhen, "Now, let's work on some metal...we're going t'stay small and reshape some scrap stainless steel flatware, we'll trade off and 'rest' by working with the magelight from time t'time..."

And for the next several hours Gennie patiently mentored Lao-hu in the use of magic to shape and alter metal, even simple transmutations to related types of metals. It seemed that slow and steady worked rather well with the youngster, once he had a 'feel' for the element via magic instead of magnetism.

Magelights seemed to give him a bit more trouble...triggering a few grimaces, winces and eyerolls from Gennie upon occasion. The mystic never raised her voice nor prodded Lao-hu with sharp thoughts, words or even her walking stick. Gennie took time to explain things to him, and show him--mind to mind even--what and how he should be looking for, sensing and feeling when he worked with the magelight cantrips. Tired though he was becoming, Lao-hu seemed to be getting the hang of things...tomorrow would tell her more, when she had him put his newfound knowledge to the test at breakfast!

Eventually, Gennie showed him to a cozy place to curl up and trance, even a nice pillow and duvet...whilst she climbed up into the sleeping loft she typically occupied...she'd deal with tomorrow...tomorrow...or later...she didn't particularly care what time it was, it was just time to sleep.

XVIII.

A number of hours later, Gennie finally stirred--a loud rumbling purr from her 'studio flat' startled her for a moment. Then she remembered it wasn't Stormy, but the tigeroid mystic she'd been tutoring on endless variations of simple metal magic and magelights. She groaned as she reached for her glasses, rubbing her eyes before sitting up and putting them on. She wanted a shower instead of another cleaning cantrip. Something about it was good for a lady's morale, after all...

Fifteen minutes later, Gennie was going through the motions of her morning ablutions--a hot soak in the old claw foot tub was just what Wan-hu would recommend for her stiff knee. Unfortunately, Gennie dozed off in the tub, until Agate let herself in via a mystical catflap and started licking Gennie's hair (a proven way to annoy and awaken the mystic).

 [Wakey, wakey...] Agate intoned, making a face at the taste of Gennie's hair conditioner, [Bleh...why can't you use mint flavoured hair products? Sandalwood tastes...wierd...really, really WIERD!]

 [Well...did y'ever think that just...maybe...I use sandalwood for that reason--it tastes wierd t'you, but smells really good.] Gennie retorted as she came out of her light trance, [I was trying t'work on healing that cranky knee, y'know?]

 [..and Anais's gone to help Stephen with something or another. We need you t'open the shop.] Agate added, as she headbutted Gennie's hand for scritchies, [You're the only other person who can open the safe.]

 [Oy. Why didn't you say so, furball?!] Gennie grunted as she flicked water at the lavender Cait Sidhe, [Let me finish freshening up. I'll be down in a bit...]

 [Good enough.] Agate replied as she paced out of the bathroom, heading over to the fuzzy tail that'd slipped out from underneath Lao-hu's blanket, she started lightly batting at it, and 'cleaning' the tiger-stripped tail...
XIX.

Wán-hu woke to the sound of China Town coming alive outside her window, which had been open a crack to let in some air. She left it open 90% of the time, as she wasn't worried about someone trying to break in, due to some magic casted on it. Considering the amount of casting she did the day prior, she still felt a little drained, but nothing a good breakfast wouldn't fix. Rubbing her eyes, she got out of bed and made her way to the bathroom and spent a few moments freshening up, including using a shampoo/body-wash that had the sent of 'ocean breeze' and didn't make her smell like a wet cat afterward. After drying off and getting dressed she found a note from Anais on her dresser asking her to help out in the shop for a bit as Anais was off with Doc Strange taking care of ...something...

Wan-hu sighed, not back two days and already Ana was putting her to work. Ah well, it would give her some time to think about things and just what she was going to do now that she was stepping away from "Holywierd". She started heading out the door, shifting into her "human guise" as she stepped over the threshold. She then made her way to one of the local shops that specialized in spring rolls, and meat-buns. She got a half dozen plum spring-rolls for Gennie, a dozen assorted rolls and buns for Lao-hu, and two dozen meat-buns for herself. Tipping the staff well for practically buying out their inventory of fresh buns she started heading towards Arakne's Web. Finding a side ally, she found a spot where she could port away with out anyone noticing.

::poof::

She appeared inside the break room of Arakne's Web, placed the rolls and buns for Gennie & Lao on the table across from her, placing a spell over them so that the scent of them found its way to the two. Then she started in on her meat-bun breakfast, enjoying the warm Chinese cuisine and waiting for Gennie to open the shop.

XX.

At first there were no reaction to the insult on the tigeroid’s tail, but then the persistent caring did its part. Lao-hu growled displeased and pulled his tail away a few inches with a twitch, not waking, just doing that by instinct like a human would bat away a bothersome mosquito or fly. As the lavender cat moved that foot distance to fidget further with said body part, after a few there was another pause in the purring which turned into a growl and a rumpled head poked from under the blanket where he was curled up.

“Ain’t it too early to wake?” he asked yawning wide, showing perfect porcelain set of teeth, sharp canines and keen others behind. His jaws closed with a loud clack, then he shivered and scratched his jawline and cheek idly.
[No. It's not too early.] Agate replied as she batted at Lao-hu's tail again. [It's time to get up...now...please.]

“Nah, it’s too early then, if it’s a must…” he yawned, trying to cover up his head again with the blanket and pulling his tail under it, too. He stretched, making a mound under the textile and then he pulled its margins under himself so as to make it harder for the Cait Sidhe to touch him.

Once the spell of Wan-hu hit, his nostrils moved on their own, pulling his attention around, in search for the source of the tempting scent. “You brought breakfast, didn’t you?” he asked in hope as his stomach rumbled softly.

[I didn't bring breakfast, but Wan-hu sent something for you.] Agate mindspoke, pacing over to the table where the package of food had appeared, chirping slightly as she sat up on her hind legs to get a look at what was there. [Yes...food. A package of something Chinese for you, and something more fruity for Gennie, no doubt.]
“Yum-yum,” he swallowed. “Its seems I have to move against my better intentions…” he sighed, then stretched again, letting his claws out and pugging on the pillow and blanket around it carefully not to cut them.

“Where is the bathroom?” he asked the lavender cat. He could’ve clean himself on other ways, but he was human enough for liking the water… and tigers did that, too, so it was his favourite way, lying in a tub of nicely warm water until it went cold.
The sound of running water lead him to a different door, a sliding door that almost blended into the walls, [That-a-way...]

“Thank you, fur-sister,” he reached out to touch the Cait Sidhe’s shoulder briefly, standing now that he haven’t got any other option.

[I'll be on my way, now that you're awake.] she replied, twhwapping him lightly with her tail, schnuzzing around the knees before she disappeared into thin air.

“Sure,” he nodded finding himself alone in the Workroom. He furrowed his brows as he looked around and scratched his side as he wondered on where Touba can be since he didn’t smelled her and that meant that she didn’t sleep with him. This either meant that she found a better spot and company or she was in trouble. He knew that she is somewhere around, their link was strong, but he didn’t know it exactly. She’ll be good, he decided as his better nature caught his curiousness and so Lao-hu sighed, wandering into the given direction to freshen up before the breakfast.
The sliding door opened when he touched it. The room was large, but dimly lit. The sounds of a distant storm sounded throughout, the crisp metallic tang of ozone and rain in the desert greeted his nose. There was a touch of fog in the air, the contrast between the pleasantly cool air and the warm water of a hot spring that he could hear bubbling, whose mineral-tinged waters gave the air a slightly different scent, layered beneath the rain and storm. Yet it was strangely...still...

Otherwise, there seemed to be the customary things one needed in a bathroom, albeit mixed with some Greco-roman elements and almost sci-fi ultra-modernism at the same time. 

He let his eyes wander around in the room, taking in its extremities and gadgets, his nose analyzing the scents for a few moments before he decided to step in. He was curious what kind of magic brought the ghosts of this terrain here, though he guessed that Gennie was there before him. 
Striped changed back to his human form with a sigh, deciding that it would be more practical for a quick bath now. The fur needed much more time to dry off and he lacked the sunshine-lit rock here what offered such a good place to nap after swimming.

On the other hand… he didn’t have any clothes to change into, he mused, and he can’t walk down with only a towel around his waist, either. Considering the amount and variety of cantrips what Gennie used and hinted using, there probably was one for cleaning clothes, too, but that was out of his reach yet. He could’ve tried it from nothing but measuring the rate of successful attempts during the night that wouldn’t be too wise.

Lao-hu opened the tap, letting the hot water fill the tub while he continued to muse over the possibilities. They used a portal on their way here the other day and Agate ‘ported away now, that could mean that he could summon one of his riding tigers to get some new stuff, he thought and scratched his chin. “Yeah, that could work,” he nodded to himself.
With that decided he stood, raised his hands to the sky and chanted a short prayer to the White Tiger, calling on his gratitude and requesting the appearance one of his tigers whom usually pulled his chariot or carried him on their back through His forest. A few moments later the veil of reality cracked and a huge, blue-greyish furred tiger stepped in, carrying the scent of a lush forest with him. Its fur had a white tinge, especially around his belly and under his chin and neck, giving him an exotic, noble look.
It walked up to Lao-hu and headbutted his waist and side, almost knocking him from feet, given the size and strength difference but the young mage knew well his mount and prepared for this. He hugged the wide, muscular neck, grabbing on the fur and pulling it playfully as his way of reply. “Hello, friend,” he said then, looking into the deep blue eyes. “I called you to be my hand for now, not to ride with you. I’d like you to bring new clothes to me from home and a few other accessories, too,” he said and then listed what he wanted, then let the tiger go. It nodded and turned, jumping through the dimensional border again on its way.
The young man then dressed down and laid into the tub, enjoying the bath, relaxing and refreshing before the day what will be no less tiring than the other before, he knew.
A few minutes later, Gennie emerged from a foggy glassed enclosure where she'd availed herself of a shower. A length of fabric wrapped around her hips like a sarong, Gennie seemed oblivious to the fact she wore little more than the length of grey silk and her tattoos and hair that was showing more silver, steel and platinum than black at this point.

"Nice tub, isn't it?" Gennie asked as she wrung the water of her ombre coloured hair, "I've worked on creating a pleasant living space for myself t'enjoy."

Lao-hu opened one his left blue eye up to the voice from his slumber where he fell in the warm water, waiting for his new clothes and after being awakened by Agate, not by his own needs. He thought Gennie sent her voice or came back up to nudge him go down faster, and was completely contended with his solitude within the bath’s confines. As his mind translated what that eyes saw his other eye popped open as well and went wide, taking in the woman’s shape what her clothing covered only partly. Not too big part, actually.
He sat up, swallowing, and cleared his throat, obviously abashed a bit as he replied, forcing his stare up to her hair and to her eyes. “Yes, it is,” he said using a long lost technique to calm down. “Comfortable to lie in and let it wash the night’s tension from one’s shoulders and neck. And I like the stormy effects around,” he added with a smile.

“I thought you already left...,” he lowered himself back into the water as his unease drifted, seeing her calm and nonchalant stance. His eyes fluttered to take in a tattoo or two, but most of the time he managed to look into hers.

"No. I needed t'rinse off the bath salts and mineral residue from that spring." Gennie admitted she turned her back to Lao-hu, the tribal yin-yang tattoo on her back revealed. She quickly combed out her damp hair and pinned it up into a loose chignon at the base of her neck, starting her toilette for the day. Opening the store meant a different style than what she usually wore at the university. She moved about, finding some interesting things to wear...it wasn't often she could let her more creative side out.

“Ah, I see...” he nodded, following her movements until he got the better of him and returned to the relaxed pose he was in before Gennie re-appeared in the room. His ears monitored the room, though, while he breathed slowly, enjoying the warmth of the water.

“What do you have in mind for me today?” he asked nonchalantly.

"It would appear that I'm opening the shop today, which means you're going t'be in for an interesting time of it." Gennie mentioned as she got dressed in a pair of underwear, comfortable jeans, socks, black dragonhide moccasin boots and then chose a charcoal grey tank top. A sheer silk Indian kameez topped that, sparkling with silvery, gunmetal beadwork on a deep steel grey fabric.

“Which means... ?” he questioned, raising a brow over his closed eyes. “I’m not really the shopkeeper-type, some say I’m too blunt for that,” the young archeologist admitted, smiling wryly, glancing at the woman. 
"And what makes you think I am?" Gennie retorted with a soft snort of self-depricating humour. "I leave that t'Topaz, Cassandra, Patrice and the interns...they're the extroverts. Even Anais is more extroverted than I am...and that's saying something."

“You were to me,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “I know none of said ladies, only met with Anais for a brief time so I can’t confirm nor deny,” Lao-hu added then. “If you want me around in that shop, we might chase them off together,” he added with a lopsided grin.
"We'll be lurking in the office and practicing magelights and metalshaping." Gennie replied, "Maybe going out for a bit, as well...I do like t'take my daily constitutional, after all."

Gennie sat in her 'airchair', floating 3 feet off the ground. An antique silver hand mirror floated before her along with several silver containers, her cosmetics within. She effortlessly used a bit of magic, a customized cantrip, to apply kohl and the rest of her makeup for the day. She didn't wear much, as she'd never felt any amount of it would do more than let her blend into the general populace, so she'd never wasted her time with more than the bare necessities as she saw it.

Redoing the cantrip to conceal her strange hair colour would've been a waste of a perfectly good cantrip, since she wasn't going on campus...so, hematite black-steel-silver-platinum would be the order of the day...

"Well, at least I shouldn't frighten off the regulars today..." Gennie jested as she 'ported her breakfast to her lap. "...but I don't make any promises *not* t'scare the wannabeez."
Gennie bit into a plum spring roll with a happy smile, "Wan-who always knows what t'bring me for breakfast..."

"Want one?" she offered as one floated over to Lao-hu's side, "They're bloody delicious..."

“Yeah, thank you,” he said and snatched the bun from the air, taking in its scent first before he bit it down. He remained silent for the next few bites which underlined well his opinion about the stuff. 
While they ate, a soft tinkle came from the air; a reminiscent sound of a gong ringed far-far away, then Striped’s tiger lurked in from a briefly opening rift near his master. It held a grey-gold colored backpack in his jaws what then it placed down onto a good-looking spot with an arm’s reach of the young man.
“Thanks,” he looked up to scratch under the chin of the huge tiger, who eyed Gennie, tail twitching interested. “She’s okay,” he added with a smile, noticing the direction of his mount’s gaze. “This is Silver Runner, one of the tigers who help me with travelling,” he explained to the woman.
Gennie leaned forward and let the tiger sniff her hand, and then offered it a scritchy behind the ears, wordlessly communicating with the large feline with her innate psi-talents, since magic was not needed.

“Now if you’d excuse,” he glanced at her sheepishly as he began to come out from the bath, covering himself with a towel he found there and then grabbing his backpack. He took only a step when he furrowed his brows and winced, tilting his head like he’d listening to someone...
"Certainly...and methinks someone is feeling rather put out downstairs." Gennie muttered softly, shaking her head slightly.

XXI.

Meanwhile, Agate reappeared belowstairs in the shop, heading toward the breakroom. She hopped up on a bench and sat there, looking at Wan-hu, [Do I need to order out for myself and Touba?]

She was joined by a smaller, extremely fluffy feline with a pensive, thoughtful expression--who then yawned and began a morning bit of grooming while she awaited the determination of breakfast...though the lot of them were soon joined by Stormy, who's tinkling bell announced her arrival before she trundled into the room at her own pace, blue eyes wide with curiosity as she sniffed the air, trying to determine what was edible...

Wan-hu sighed slightly and triggered the glyphs around the break-room to keep the bakers-dozen black fuzzies out of the room. "I assume Gennie and Lao-hu have just waken up, and Anais left without leaving food out for you." she says reaching into her bag of goodies and taking out another meat-bun. She then closed the bag so Touba and Stormy wouldn't get into it, and tossed the meat-bun to Agate. "Snack on that for a moment, and no, you're only getting the one... More then that might be harmful."

[You've been talking to Anais...again.] Agate grimaced, sighing aloud in mock-defeat as she caught the meat bun in her jaws, savouring the flavours, [Maybe Gennie will take pity upon the overworked, underfed chief of loss prevention?]
[I haven't talked to Anais in three weeks, I just know you too well Agate.] Wan-hu replied as she went about feeding the smaller felines. [And believe it or not I do like you, and want you to be around for a long while, hence we're not going to be giving you food that may be poisonous us to you.]

<Pfft...> Agate replied as she stuck her tongue out and thwibbetted in Wan-hu's general direction, then twitching her tail in resignation, [I do appreciate the concern...I do have some tummy issues with those...and they're addictively good!]

Wan-hu then stood up and summoned a plate of kitteh sized chunks of sushi, there was enough on the plate for the two smaller kittehs, Touba & Stormy. As she placed the plate on the floor, she turned towards Touba and spoke to her in Chinese. {I know you're a familiar and can understand me so, if you would, please ensure Stormy gets her fill. If needed I can get you some more, or you can pester Lao for something, ok?}

The Pallas Cat looked down at the plate, then at Wan-hu, her glare getting some leer. If she could, she surely would’ve raise an eyebrow.{You think I should eat from the floor?} she replied aloud in perfect Mandarin. Her almond shaped, big eyes stared at the goddess as she changed her posture on the bench to follow her movements.
{I’ll handle the portion of Stormy, no problem. And that man knows where his place is when near me,} she added, her voice turning a bit sly, being sure that Lao-hu isn’ near yet.
Stormy edged up to the plate of food, giving the haughty Pallas cat a wary look as she began scarfing daintily upon the sushi. Her loud, raspy purring and occasionally harsh, atonal meow being her way of showing Wan-hu her own appreciation for a tasty snack in a Spawn-free zone.

{You're expected to eat like the rest of the kittehs here in the store, off a prepared dish or bowl that's set down for you, no matter where it's set down.} Came Wan-hu's reply. {Surely you don't think that just because you're a familiar I'd treat you any different. Eating off that plate on the floor is better then my familiar got back when I had one... But then the two of us traveled the mountains and fields of China back then and ate what we hunted... Would you prefer I let you hunt your own breakfast as my familiar did back then?}
{Oh, sure, back to the ancient time,}grumbled the Pallas cat as she unfolded herself from the couch and jumped down next to her platter. {Judge me by my four feet not by my intellect and other abilities. Typical highborn behavior that I smell...} she muttered before she began to eat the sushi, mostly to herself but it was loud enough for Wan-hu to hear – if she wanted. The rest of her complaints were lost in the muching.

{My you are haughty for a magical familiar. As far your intellect is concerned, you're about as intelligent as a pre-teenaged human. However, until you both prove your intelligence and perhaps use a toliet like the majority of sentient beings on this planet, you will be treated as every other feline. Be grateful I gave you anything to eat, next time I'll let you wait until your mage master feeds you.} Wan-hu replies then casts a silence spell over the Pallas cat to keep any replies from being heard.

Standing back up she starts walking over to where Agate had sat down, "As for you Agate..." She summoned a rather large plate of sushi for her. "Will this be enough for you, dear fur-sister?"
[That'll do quite nicely.] Agate mindspoke in reply to Wan-hu's presentation of a rather tasty meal, [Thank you, as always...]
[You are welcome Agate.] Wan-hu replies placing the plate of sushi on the table for the large Cait Side. [It's nice to see at least someone here has some manners.] she somewhat jokes as she returns to her seat and re-opens her bag of Chinese meat-buns. [Hopefully we'll be joined by Gennie and Lao-hu before their food gets too cold.] she comments as she bites into a meat-bun.

Gennie's package of spring rolls vanished into thin air, as Agate sniffed the air, [Methinks Gennie has decided to avail herself of breakfast already...but I'd wager she'll need more than half a dozen spring rolls in order to be in a civil mood before opening the shop.]
[Then she can summon something up herself, or see about snagging some food from Lao-hu's bag of goodies.] Wan-hu replies. [I don't claim to be perfect, you know. I know how much I need to eat to regain strength based off of mystical energies used, but someone else my need more or less depending on how their bodies respond to said energies. I've never been able to fully gauge Gennie's food needs after magic work, and somehow would always give her too much... I guess this time I underestimated for once.]
[Gennie's not exactly one to let another person know if she needs something. She's really quite self-contained, and almost too-self-reliant.] Agate observed as she noshed on her pile of sushi, shooting a knowing look in Wan-hu's direction, [It's part of her and how she's survived, outwitting that bunch of idiots who keep drinking the spiked instant punch.]

The fluffy familiar eyes narrowed as she noticed that she was enchanted and a new shimmer shone up for a moment before, her tail froze, staring peeved at Wan-hu. It took a moment or two before she returned her attention to the food and it began twitching again. She ate nicely mannered; nothing showed outside how the tiger-goddess walked into her feelings. Inside, though, she opened up the link what went between her and Lao-hu and whined into his mind directly. 

[Masteeer...] she meowed in an old dialect what they used between each other, picked up during the time on the other world. [This woman down here who smells like you spelled me... and she made me to eat from the floor... not even wanting to know what I can do, simply taking me in line with the others... ME?! Hell, she accused me using a litterbox! I can handle anything she can but she Silenced me! You hear that?! She’ll pay...] she bitched mentally, sending images about her ideas how she could use her talents and magical abilities to makes Wan-hu’s life a bit uncomfortable.
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Lao-hu sighed and looked back at Gennie. “We might better go down before Touba begins a personal war...” he smiled apologetically, soothing his familiar meanwhile without words between her parky comments...
"Indeed...however, you might wish t'get dressed first, unless you've a burning desire t'appear in Patricia's annual pinup calender," Gennie remarked as she surveyed the tribal tattoos on Lao-hu's left shoulder and chest, the tiger and dragon on his back...and the 'kawaii' tigger cub that might ordinarily be covered by boxers, "Nice inkwork. I like the cub."
The rims of the young Chinese’s ears turned red with the comment, as he wrapped the towel more properly around his waist. “Thanks,” he said shyly. “An old memory”, he glanced down at the spot now covered with the soft fabric. The others were artfully designed and sewed images on his skin but this one was more cartoon-like and not a small bit childish, so he usually hid it. “And I surely don’t want participate in any calendar,” he looked somewhat frightened by the idea even if his sleek, lean built was well-toned thanks to the three-decade active martial arts training and to his more-than human heritage.
"Me, neither." Gennie admitted with a sympathetic smile. "But that won't stop Patrice from trying..."

Striped finally turned and walked behind a chaise longe where he dried himself quickly then dressed up. During that, he continued soothing the whining Pallas cat, sharing such information like Wan-hu is his aunt, actually, and a Chinese goddess with actual powers, so she could’ve re-think her issues with the tigress – which she didn’t. It only made her more desperate since she expected more manners and less prejudice from a relative, but then she knew very few higher-ranked divinities. The only thing Lao-hu achieved that the hurt kitten delayed her nasty plans to a later time; while he hoped that meanwhile they can cajole her to drop them totally. 

"Touba still giving you a slice of her mind?" Gennie asked as she saw another wince and look of resignation on her new student's face.

“Yes,” he nodded, a thin, tired smile appearing on his lips but his eyes told that he loved his familiar in spite of her prideful nature. “It’ll take a while until she calms down and I can convince her not trying to bespell my aunt,” he explained with a wry grin as he called Wan-hu so. “That might worked well on me or on some others but I doubt that she’ll handle it well.”
He came back two minutes later wearing dark grey flat-footed sport shoes, blue-grey jeans and a fitting dark yellow T-shirt. He looked sporty but still his posture and inherent grace held some nobility which made it look natural. The blue tiger which had let himself petted by Gennie padded over to Lao-hu, who hugged its neck again and scratched the top of its head firmly before he let it go. The tiger then opened another rift and vanished into the thick forest behind.
Gennie scritched the tigger under the chin, running a hand along its back as it had returned to Lao-hu's side.

“Let’s go,” he said.

"Sure..." she replied, sticking her walking stick in a pocket. She grabbed her satchel and took Lao-hu by the hand. She opened a door between places from the exit of her private space and the breakroom, "I'll leave you here for a moment, whilst I open up the front of the shop and let the hired help in...your breakfast's on the counter."

“Okay, I’ll wait,” he waved.

And then the mystic disappeared toward the front of the shop, the metallic rumble and clatter of the outside shutters being rolled up echoed all the way back, soon followed by the chimes on the door as she greeted the shop's employees. She unlocked the register and handed over the morning's funds for the drawer--and half a dozen other small tasks she had done a thousand times in Anais's absense.

Only then he did look around and managed to catch the incoming fluffy missile, Touba leaving the plate to greet her master. Her mental chatter grew more excited as she headbutted Lao-hu’s chest, claws moving out-and-in to his arm what he bore with a stoic smile, only the skin tightening around his eyes. The Pallas cat’s eyes were wide, only narrowing when she glanced at the tiger goddess, clearly not forgotten what she did to her.
Lao-hu walked to a seat and sat down, then nodded to Wan-hu, saying “Morning. Please forgive Touba for her manners,” he began but had to stop as the familiar sank her claws into his arm while sharing her opinion about manners until he hushed her mentally, enforcing his will but his caring strokes on her lap balanced that a bit. “She can act as a normal cat if the environment isn’t like here, when everyone can know that she isn’t an average. She is very clever and knows more than a few tricks what might surprise you, and she is very prideful on those.” To that, the cat nodded, beaming with obvious pride, as if saying ‘You hear that?!’.

"Then she should know to keep her pride in its place, and learn respect for others before she starts complaining about things." Wan-hu replies, ignoring Touba.

“I think that respect is a thing to be earned, not demanded,” the young mage replied, “though you may be right that she over-reacted the event,” he added, lifting a single finger to keep Touba from interrupting his thoughts. 

"Correct, she needs to learn respect, as I should have to demand it seeing that I AM of the divine." Wan-hu interrupts.

To that, the young mage just huffed and glanced down at his cat. His expression went blank as he tried to keep his thoughts for himself, and the wary in his eyes was meant to Touba that she should do the same.

“Would you please remove your charm?” Striped asked lifting a brow. “She won’t complain more… now.” For this he got another peeved glance from the Pallas cat, but she knew where her limits were in regard of her master’s patience.
"I'll remove it for now, but if she mouths off to me again, she'll get silenced again, or worse." Wan-hu replied. "I will not put up with 'cat-itude'." She continued, then lifted the spell. She then pointed over to a bag with Lao's name on it. "Didn't know what you liked, so got you a variety of rolls, and buns."

Striped froze on his seat and stiffened when Wan-hu hinted other punishments for his familiar, and took a breath what he let out very slowly, apparently counting down before he would reply something hastily. {There is no need to threat, Aunt,} he said measured, the capital letter audible, in a very formal, ancient Chinese, {she is My familiar, My friend, and I’ll stand up against anyone who wants to hurt her, including you. It may be a battle lost before it’s even started, but I’d try nonetheless. It’s my job to chide her, not anyone else’s. So please, do not threaten her like this, ever. Thank you.}
"Ease yourself Lao-hu, I never said I would harm her. However a silence spell or a spell that changes her from a cat into another animal will not cause her any harm." Wan-hu replies. "I've had similar discussion with the Goddess Bast, and she agrees with me. And believe it or not she's done worse things to cat-familiars that ticked HER off."

“Aha,” he acknowledged the information, not really easing up yet but adding this to the weirdness factor of the gods again, just like every time before when he encountered something what any normal person would’ve handled with a slap or a disgusted growl – except the deities. No, they usually were so full of themselves that they had to set an example, if not for more then for proving their powers.
“So you are the one who I owe with thanks for the breakfast,” he went on easing again a bit as he changed the subject. “Thank you,” he said with a thin smile as he pulled the bag closer, inspecting its contents both by vision and smell.
"You're welcome, they're from a small mom and pop bakery in China Town up the street." Wan-hu replies.

“They smell nice,” he mumbled, ripping the bag wide, to make it serve as a plate while he took one of the buns and began munching on it. “They taste nice, too,” he added after he downed the first few bites.
“How your night went? I don’t sense your extra so I guess you grew accustomed to the promotion’s shielding?”

Wan-hu shook her head, "Accustomed? Not in that short of time." she started to reply. "It took a good couple of hours studying the scroll to even get the understanding of how the shielding needed to be. Then again, half of that was due to some of the cryptic messages left by my half-sister Mao. Then I had to deconstruct the shielding I already had in place in such a way that I could still use the energy from it to construct the new shielding... I haven't used that much power in a while." she continued. 
"Before you ask, no this is not the norm for shielding oneself from things, it's just the divine spark can be a royal pain to hide from folks at time. It will take me a while to get accustomed to the new shielding and how much power it takes to keep in place...." she says then pointing to her own bag. "Hence I'm going to be eating a little more then normal as I'm expending a lot more power then I'm used to."

“I see,” he nodded, registering that as well, again. “Could this be used to shield one’s magical ability or scent and other supernatural stuff?” he asked. “It’d be a very useful thing for sneaking, or going somewhere unnoticed.”

"Hrmmm." Wan-hu mused as she finished off her last meat-bun. "It's a similar concept, but different application and execution then what you're thinking of." she replies. "Also when shielding the items you mentioned, someone stronger then you may still be able to detect what you don't want them too, if that's what they're looking for. But then the same goes for my divine spark... The Jade Emperor will see my spark no matter how well I hide it, as would any Greater Deity. One's shielding is only as strong as the personal power behind it..." she explains. "It is possible to make shielding greater then your personal magical power is normally, but it take a lot of practice and concentration to do so." she continues. "And remember, there's always bigger kittehs out there then you who may be able to smash through your shields no matter how strong you make them, and I don't mean me."

“I’m smart enough to know that if one is stronger or more experienced me, she or he can look through or break my spell, that’s what practicing and evolving are for,” nodded Lao-hu, smiling thinly. “Every spell starts at moderate levels when you learn them, but if you spend enough attention and time on those, you can strengthen them, but this you know just as well as I do. I wanted to know that the idea is palpable or not, and that Gennie can help me to learn such things or not, since I can’t ask it from you directly, according to the talk we had yesterday,” he explained the reason behind the question.
“I have some trick in mind what I’d like to know or I see as a useful one, but this was on the top of the list, expanding the uses of various shielding techniques where I’m good at by blood.”
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Then Gennie sent one of the interns down to Gaia's Bounty for a giant mug of iced double vanilla chai latte for herself, and some treats for the rest of the crew...and after a few more minutes, Gennie was able to escape back to the breakroom to finish her breakfast--Chai latte in hand--and a shrewd expression on her olive-skinned features as she regarded a certain furball. The mystic dropped a catnip chew for Stormy before picking up Touba...she smoothed the Pallas cat's too-puffy-fluffy fur with a cantrip that also cleaned and de-tangled said puffy-fluffy fur, [Well...you've certainly been vocal this morning. You missed out on daily catnip, eh?]

[Hey!] she exclaimed against being lifted up, but then the tone of Gennie’s mindvoice warned her and he felt Lao-hu’s eyes on her too, so she just wriggled to find a more comfortable position in her hands. The catnip’s scent divided her attention as well, her nose following its way as the white cat played with it.
Gennie could mindspeak to just about anything she wished, and a familiar wasn't difficult at all. Her steel grey eyes met the Pallas's and held the cat's gaze, [And I'm not interested in your laundrylist of complaints about Wan-who, I'd like t'remind you t'kindly behave yourself in my shop ...and show her that you're a civilised kitteh...and while you're in Little Avalon, behaving properly and respectfully is going t'be important t'you and Lao-who...because Wan-who is only a minor goddess compared t'some of the others who live, work, shop and socialise around this part of NYC...]

[But I haven’t done anything wrong…] the cat protested a thick Chinese accent coating even his mental voice. [She handled me wrong, even before knowing what I capable of am! Why I always have to prove myself and those well-learned and talented ones keep their prejudices?!] she complained. [On street I wouldn’t do that, but here I felt safe and comfortable… seems I was wrong…] she sighed mentally.

[Not exactly 'wrong', but not exactly 'right' either, in dealing with Wan-who.] Gennie explained as she scritched the Pallas cat under the chin, [I think you're wise enough not t'pick a fight with a big kitteh like Agate...the same should hold true with Wan-who. You're a little kitteh and she's a big kitteh...even if she walks on two feet instead of four.]

[I wasn’t fighting with anyone,] Touba growled softly. [I simply stated that I’m not one to feed from the floor. I know that she is big but within sentient beings not the size but the abilities should make the difference, ain’t it?] she asked.

[You weren't eating 'off' the floor, but from a clean plate set in a place you could most easily access it t'her way of thinking, I'd guess.] Gennie suggested with a slight shrug.

[Sometimes we have t'prove ourselves t'those who are more talented than ourselves.] Gennie continued, [I'm oft overlooked among the mage-gifted and psi-talented, as an occasional object of pity or scorn, until they need something. There's those who dismiss me as unremarkable and don't really trouble themselves over a damaged, soulscarred sentient...how could I possibly be a threat t'them?]

She shrugged slightly, [Yes, I might've been an Adept-potential mystic, a much stronger psi-talent, had I not endured what I did. I might've been so many things, but I'm not going t'dwell on it. I work with what I have, your fluffiness. I try t'make the best of it, I turn my disadvantages in t'advantages. Perhaps you could and should consider that idear for yourself?]

[I do, you can bet on that, I do,] the moppy cat replied. [Many take me less what I actually am, but I didn’t expect this from one like her... Sometimes it’s good to be underestimated, but in other times it hurts,] she explained.
[Perhaps so, your fluffiness...but we can also choose how we react t'such as well. That much each sentient owns.] the mystic pointed out.
[Y'with me so far?] the mystic asked, lightly rubbing the cat's belly as she cradled the feline on her lap, [Wan-who put Silence upon you. Another might simply choose t'zot you with a handy lightening bolt and be done with it...and I'd really rather not have t'hold Lao-who's head together in the wake of you getting your fuzzy self zotted in t'oblivion...]
[Sure, understood,] she thought meekly, lowering her head in admission; eyes slowly slitting as she enjoyed the rubbing against her other initial intentions. 
[By the by, have you ever been evaluated for psychic senses? You seem a little more attuned t'emotions than others...]

[Never spent a thought on that,] the cat blinked in surprise. [I have some mystical knacks here and there, most of them gotten since I’m with Lao, but since he had mentors in magic and martial arts, I was checked for magic ways, not psychics. Would those protect me against lightning bolts?]

[Well, that depends on the type of psi-talent you might possess. I'd have t'fully evaluate you, t'offer a comprehensive answer.] Gennie replied.

[Maybe later we can push that into the timetable? I guess we’ll be around a lot...] she replied.

[It's certainly possible.] Gennie offered as Lao-hu and Touba were likely to become 'regulars' around the shop, what with the teaching schedule that had yet to be established. [And it'd make sense t'have you tested.]

[I don’t want to be... how you said ... zotted, either. I love to be with him…but keep that between us, okay? He might begin to give himself airs,] she winked; clearly it was an old tease between the pair.
Gennie chuckled softly, [I'll keep that between us, your fuzziness. We certainly don't want him getting airs...however, I don't wish t'see him doubting his mage-gift, either, as one who can't control the magic will in turn be controlled by it...]
[He? Doubts?] the fluffy kitteh asked back, while she began to purr softly. [He has them all the times, just won’t admit it. You have to coax him or to look behind those mismatched eyes to get what he feels and what you want. And he can be bull-headed if he wants, setting his jaw on the goal then freeze there until the prey gives up, be that is an animal or a spell to be learned.] Judging from her mindvoice some of her comments were birth from her admiration for the master but it held truth as well.
[Yes. Him.] Gennie replied as she seemed to have found a 'sweet spot' on the Pallas cat's overly fluffy self for scritchies, [And Seeing past the surface is something I suppose I have a knack at. So, my great-grandmum-- Gracie--seems t'have an inkling that I or Anais would be a suitable tutor for the lad...though getting him t'understand the difference between bull-headed stubbornness and a more suitable tenacity may prove t'be easier said than done, as they say. Adaptability and versatility are also important...]
[I’m with him since the past five years, counting up by our time-view, and what I saw makes me think that he may be stubborn and says what he thinks without restraints of the time but he can put a great deal of stamina into things he is interested in or forced into learn.] the kitten wriggled under the caring fingers, occasionally pawing at her hand, making massaging moves. 
Gennie shifted herself in the chair, so she could let Touba rest in her lap, whilst she could still pet the kitteh with one hand and still enjoy her breakfast and chai latte with the other, [That's a fairly short time t'be linked...but enough time t'get fairly well acquainted, I'd say. I'm a good bit older than I look, though, so five years seems brief t'me.]

The cat shrugged, pushing against her fingers, playing with them. [Short or not short, that’s when we met and that is almost half the life of my kind. Since that we rarely separated for long; that makes both of us uncomfortable since we bonded. And I’m used to the thing that many magi look timeless until she or he gives up on it.]
[It depends on the mage, your fluffiness. Some of us really *are* timeless, some are longer lived than others, some aren't.] Gennie obfuscated with a wink. [I'm not going t'force you apart, but there may be times that I train each of you apart from the other so you can learn t'work apart, and then later together.]

[Time we’ll tell how it’ll go. We can be alone if needed, but that depends very much on the situation,] the familiar agreed, though she didn’t like the idea of leaving her master alone by any other reason than her own or his will, like they did yesterday when she explored the shop with the other cats while he practiced in the Workroom with Gennie.

Lao-hu raised a brow watching Touba’s enjoyment, but otherwise he remained silent, busy building the last pieces of his breakfast into his stomach. The cat was seemingly unaware of his stare, but that was a play only, what everyone could identify. [There are places where he isn’t as good as one might expect, but he was raised to win, no matter the cost, so his willpower always carries him over where his other abilities wouldn’t.]

[Understandable. He's still young enough t'need t'learn t'pace himself--and t'learn that willpower is a bloody good thing, but also one needs t'learn that there's times t'pull back and that winning-at-all-costs isn't always victory...] Gennie remarked as she grinned at Lao-hu, saluting him with a plum spring roll.

[Curse for that his grandpa,] the Pallas cat sighed, stilling as the memories crossed her mind about the mean, old tyrant who hated her because she took a place next to the wonder-kid, the hope of greatness in the family instead of a real tiger. She pitied him for that, craving for might and enforcing his will on the kid, but she felt even more sympathy for Lao-hu. 
[Yes. But do not waste your time and effort cursing the old furbag. We've better things t'do, like teaching Lao-who newer and better ways t'do things.] Gennie reminded the Pallas cat with a scritch under the chin.

[He is jealous why he can’t change, only knows about it and has some lower level magick, since he wasn’t born at right time in the cycle to have such. He is definitely a dangerous martial artist and a skilled medic, but Lao-hu is way better at mysticism. Guess that’s why he pushes him so strongly,] the cat replied, eyes closed and purring loudly, though her mindvoice still carried lot of unspoken emotion. [Now that we’re far from the old man, he’ll ease after a time.]

Stormy jumped up onto a chair beside Gennie and Touba, dropping her catnip chew on the chair, interested in what Touba was enjoying...and Gennie stopped for a moment to scritch the white cat's plushy head. Then she offered a new catnip chew to Touba, [Here you are...I figure you'd rather have a fresh one than 'share' Stormy's, in spite of her good intentions...]
The fluffy cat’s eyes went wide when she smelled the herb and on top of that she immediately began drooling--as was usual for the feline branch when they came in contact with the catnip. All other things were forgotten and the familiar batted at the packet of herb, then began to play with it on the floor where it landed, stroking and headbutting it, rolling over it and all. 
Gennie grinned at Touba, as she gave in to the feline side and found her joy in the catnip--it was a suitable way to let Touba relax and forget the problems for the moment...soon, Stormy joined Touba as the two played 'soccer' with the object of their delights around the breakroom. The deaf white cat's collar bells chimed merrily as the two went round and round...a sense of contentment and happiness eminating from Stormy, in spite of her raspy, atonal vocalisations.

The young mage shook his head dismissively while he looked at Gennie. “She had one portion yesterday from Anais,” he said, nostrils and pupils going wide as he got some of the scent and taste through Touba’s senses in spite of his efforts and her lost mental control. “I think it was enough for a while, for sure, with this added to it.”

"Let her relax and unwind, Leo-who. All seriousness and no fun makes Touba a very stressed out kitteh. Besides, she can help Stormy by playing with her, as I don't think Touba's as likely t'run her over roughshod like the Spawn do." Gennie replied as she settled into her chai latte and breakfast.

What the mystic didn't point out, was that Lao-hu might could use a little unwinding of his own nerves, but she wouldn't give him catmint unless they were within the relative safety of her Workroom--and it was going to talk over with Wan-hu ahead of even proposing the idear to Lao-hu.

Lao-hu followed his playing familiar around the room with his eyes, an honest smile on his lips meanwhile. “I didn’t say that she can’t play, only shared my opinion that I don’t like to give her catnip too frequently,” he shrugged. “That takes the rarity’s enjoyment and makes her drool all over the room,” he added with a wry smile.
"And what about you?" Gennie inquired, quirking a brow upward. Now was as good a time as any to ask, she supposed, "When's the last time you let your inner kitteh have fun?"

Lao-hu’s face went blank as he almost snapped back without thinking but then reviewed his opinion, searching farther and farther back in time to find the last fun time what wasn’t in connection with learning. The thing was, his ‘inner-kitteh’ he didn’t have long, less than ten years and those years were spent under extreme tutoring to bring him up to the level where he could stand up to the expected level of threats in the service of his ancestor, against the agent of his enemies.

"And if not recently, then why not?" the mystic followed up, sipping her chai latte with an inscruitable expression.

He tilted his head, scratching behind his ears as he shrugged. “It depends on the way you look fun at. I had some free time to enjoy hunting or hiking alone, I mean, with Touba; but I’m not too fond of the discos and other parties, they make my head hurt with all those scents...”
"I’m not crazy about discos either. Too loud, the lighting's all screwy, too many emotions running around too chaotically among intoxicated humans, and let me tell you, I don't care t'be in that close of proximity t'most sentient beings unless it's an emergency!" Gennie groaned, rolling her eyes heavenward. She wasn't the social sort at all--at least not under what most folks considered 'normal' circumstances.

“Since the tiger in me surfaced, I was too busy to do much other than a few pranks on the masters and such, but I enjoy working on the fields with other colleagues and students, unearthing stuff, sometimes finding rarities and I ultimately enjoy writing. Nah, that can be fun,” he smiled really happily.
"Well, maybe we can see t'you having a little "fun" today." she muttered, shooting a conspiratorial look at Wan-hu.

"Hey don't look at me, I'm going to have my hands full being in three places at once..." Wan-hu comments. "You know word has been out by now that Madam Yi is in town so I'll be getting requests for readings."

“Fun, you say?” raised the young Chinese a brow, sensing something behind the turn of the conversation but not knowing for sure.
Then she quirked a brow at Wan-hu, her surrogate grandmum for many years, "And speaking of Stormy and kittehs. I was wanting t'ask you about the feasibility of using magic t'Uplift Stormy. She's a magicat, but I'm not the expert in felinity that you are, but y'know I'd like t'give her a better life and make her the best she can be..."

Wan-hu thought for a moment as she watched Stormy. "Hrmmm... Well I would strongly suggest pairing her with a mage that's deaf as well. Don't want to shock her's or the mage's system by trying to pairing her with someone with good hearing." she replies as she returns her gaze on Gennie. Seeing the look she taps her forehead slightly. [Something on your mind Thundercub?] she asks Gennie mentally.
"Well, I was thinking of two psychics we often work with--one is a blind--as in born without eyeballs, eye sockets etc--teen with a strong Sight-gift. The other is a profoundly deaf psi from the Otherworld, she's a fellow professor." Gennie mused aloud, though she picked up on Wan-hu's gesture, [Yes. Your nephew is rather tightly wound. I was thinking it'd do him some good t'take a wee break from being so serious all the bloody time...]

[That's probably from training with his last master... You're thinking about unleashing a large quantity of catmint slash catnip on the boy aren't you??] Wan-hu asks, starting to mentally laugh. [Go for it, but don't think you're going to snag me in your catnip plans... I'm plenty laid back and don't think I need to let my 'inner-kitten' out.]

[I'll let you save that for visiting Artemis in Olympus...] was all Gennie cared to say, though there was laughter colouring her mindvoice and dancing in her grey eyes.

Wan-hu's interest peaked slightly, [Planning on going to Olympus with Lao-hu?? And perhaps visiting Artemis?? You know you're not going to be able to keep me from going with you there... Haven't hung out with her in a long time.] she replies. [Maybe even too long.]

[Of course you're invited. Hera wouldn't think t'exclude you from the fun.] Gennie added with a wink. [I'm looking forward t'visiting with Athena and Tinker--y'know--Haphaestus. Got a couple of idears t'bounce off them...'cause if anybody can make it real, they can.]

"Out of those two mages, I'd go with the psi from Otherworld. Even with the strong sight-gift, pairing that one with Stormy could do more harm then good, for both of em." Wan-hu replies. "Can it be done with out harming the two of them, yes, but it'd be a lot easier to just find Stormy a deaf mage-master." she finishes. "Now for more important maters... Do you know why Anais asked me to help out, or am I to just sit in here all day??"

"Well, with Anais and Topaz away? That means somebody's got t'keep an eye on Little Avalon and make sure all the sentients play nicely with one another." Gennie grumbled, "And sometimes that needs an Adept t'enforce the local compacts...guess what you are?"

Wan-hu sighs, "Great, just want I always wanted... to have my fingers in politics... Who blabbed to Anais anyway?? I haven't even seen her since I got back." she replies.

"You're not dealing with politics. Think of yourself as a 'cop'. It's part of the job." she shrugged, looking from Wan-hu to Lao-hu, "However, I'd say she and Nightstar probably touched base before she and Topaz left. That one knows stuff, especially for somebody who's headblind."

The young mage simply followed the conversation since he couldn’t include much as it seemed to be about local stuff, both in the shop and the area where he was new and inexperienced. He chose to follow the playing cats instead with his eyes, smiling watching his familiar to play.
"Oh, and we're expecting one of the usual suspects t'bring by some antiquities t'be evaluated. He's always been the type t'insist on an Adept t'handle his collection....apparently a tenured professor, with her doctorate and post doctorate studies in various aspects of European history isn't good enough--just because she's not an Adept," Gennie added with a dose of sarcasm about the git in question. "Anais usually deals with him, whilst *I* evaluate his latest acquisitions...but, she's not here, so your job'll be t'keep ME from flattening him...when I inform him that I'm going t'go over his new toys and there's not a damned thing he can do about it!"

"Oh great, one of those types. Just because I'm *now* an Adept mage I must know more about his 'finds' then someone who's actually gone to school and has their degree in the field... I think you're going to be the one to keep me from flattening him." Wan-hu replies. "Why do I get the feeling Anais is going to owe me big time for this?"

"I'll leave that conversation t'the two of you." Gennie deadpanned, taking a sip of her drink. "You and Leo-who can keep him busy while I go over his junk pile and see if there's anything 'real' that needs t'be taken outta circulation."

The way Gennie was describing things, it sounded like it was going to be an..interesting..day for everyone, especially those who weren't accustomed to dealing with the Gennie-isms in life.

“Huh? Me,” jerked Lao-hu up hearing his name. “What could I do talking to a regular customer here? His stuff sounds more interesting, even more if metal is within it.”
"Well, that depends on if its junk he got at the flea market, or a hidden gem that's an actual antiquity." Gennie shrugged, finishing one of her ham-and-swiss croissants, "We'll see. Kristoff can be a real putz with a bad attitude at times, and I’m not putting up with it. I've got better ways t'waste my time than dealing with snivelling asshats."

Wan-hu stands up, "Well think things are about to start getting hectic so we'd better get in our places..." She then looks over at Lao-hu. "Don't try what I'm about to do, it takes a lot of concentration and power to maintain..." she says then starts concentrating. Her form shifted back to her felinoid form and two forms step from her.

The first one looks to be a fifty or so year old version of her human guise, dressed in a red knee-length Cheong-sam with black leggings. Her hair was put up in a single bun, held in place with chopsticks. She nods slightly at both Lao-hu and Gennie, then makes her way to the reading room. The second form looked exactly like her normal human guise, dressed in a red polo shirt, black cargo jeans and a pair of Doc Martens boots. "Wish me luck playing Anais..." she says as she leaves for Anais' normal booth at Dion's.

That left the felinoid Wan-hu behind to watch the shop. She slowly opens her eyes, "Haven't done that in a while, but should help keep things somewhat normal around here." she says.

Lao-hu simply shook his head, watching the scene. “Handy,” he commented wryly. “Why do you think I want to follow your footsteps in every way?” he asked then straight, as usually was his way. “I have my own interests and surely you’ll notice when I spend more attention to something since either I’ll utilize my gifts to look into the process and figure out its roots or I’ll ask after it.”
“I appreciate the thought that you spent on that warning, though,” he added nodding respectfully as his better nature caught up with his mouth. 

"It's not that I think you want to follow my footsteps..." Wan-hu starts to reply shaking her head. "There are times I am required to say that, much like the folks on Mythbusters, or other TV shows have to say 'do not try this at home' even if those watching wouldn't think to do so." She finishes. "It's not always fun to be both an Adept mage and Divine. There can be a few too many rules to follow that don't always make sense."

Striped snickered and shook his head on top of that again. “I think it’s a celestial thing, then. Love to set rules that make you think ‘What if I’d give a try?’, but in truth, no one would care would the warning be not there, forbidding it, eh?” he said. “Don’t touch that apple. Don’t drink that. Don’t say the real name of it. Don’t travel there.” He listed a few well-known of the mentioned type of taboos from the top of his mind. “All the same reason. Testing your willpower and honesty, enjoying the show of struggle, then wiping the floor with you if you fail but giving nothing if you do not. Gods,” he chuckled dryly, clearly not by amusement.

 “Where do I go now?” he looked at Gennie, standing up too.
"You'll be coming with me." Gennie replied, magically compacting the trash that then shot itself into the trash. "We're going t'be working with some minor magical items that have been on order...and recharging others that've been brought by."

“I see,” nodded the young mage, silently musing how he shall do that with his very narrow expanse of actual magical studies. Sure, he knew a lot about various divine fractions over the world and their stuff, but that had nothing to do with actually bending the magic into classic items of any sort. On the other hand, working with and on items was high on his wishlist so it could provide something good, he decided.

Much of that work was done on the workbench in the office, so that's where Gennie lead Lao-hu -- scooping up Stormy and Touba, to whom she'd give the sunny, happy place in the window. Their catnip chews vanished into thin air, only to reappear in the kitteh beds built into the cat-tree that held a place of honour in the office's main window.

Once there, she set the two cats upon the tree, [Make yourselves comfortable...Going t'be matching some of the Spawn today, so you'll likely want t'hid in here.] Stormy schnuzzed against Gennie's hand, seeming agreeable to staying within, a loud rumble emerging from the deaf kitteh as she returned her attention to her cantip chew and Touba's company...

“Those crazy, black furballs can stay down indeed,” agreed the fluffy familiar in between two pats and rubbing on the catnip, his heavy Chinese accent almost making his English words indecipherable. “If not, I’m gonna...” she dropped her head, fumbling with her tongue and distracted by Stormy’s purring, “I’ll enspell them to keep them there...”

"Good idear." Gennie agreed, giving Touba and Stormy a final scritch each. "Keep Stormy company and safe, and I might have a particularly choice lunch for you."

“Deal,” she agreed, pausing for a moment on the catnip. “I love fried scorpions and crickets, yum!” she added way more directly than a hint.

"You're going t'see quite a bit of different magic today. Like I told to Their Fuzzinesses, we're going t'also be matching some of the Spawn with potential mages today. That's something Anais had on the schedule that we can't just ring up and re-schedule like Cassandra could with Topaz's massage clients." Gennie announced to her friend and new student, "One doesn't need t'be an Adept t'do that. Psi-talent and a Master-level can handle that..."

“Ahha,” he acknowledged simply, “if you say so...” he said not being that sure as the sorceress was. “Master level? Me? Wouldn’t that require more spells to know and more general practice on magic?”
"I'm the Master-level sorceress, youse," Gennie pointed to herself, "You are an Adept-potential mage, but you've not yet begun t'recognise that potential...but you can darn well learn t'recharge magical gadgets' batteries. That's apprentice-level stuff, much like the magelight and simple metal magics we were working with yesterday. You're going t'get t'build on what you did yesterday, with a few different things today."
“Rats!” swore the young tiger under his breath, blushing faintly in embarrassment as he misunderstood the statement and made fool from himself. “Sorry,” he mumbled.
"S'okay." Gennie reminded him, patting his shoulder absentmindedly, "You'll find I'm not easily put out about some things...more so about others, but I'm not going take it out on you."

“So I’ll take the place of the electric network or will become a living transformer for someone’s magic lamp or dimensional television’s remote?” he asked sourly. “Anything but magelight if you don’t to blind your customers and then make me practice healing as well,” he added with dry, self-depreciating humor. In truth, he was curious what he’ll see and learn but that didn’t stop him from commenting.
"Well, if you think of rechargeable batteries in your smartphone or laptop, " Gennie explained. "We'll be plugging them in t'you t'recharge them. And I might have you and Wan-who using your healing magics on some of the clients that normally come t'see Topaz--our empathic healer, who's off with Anais...and I'll put your talents t'use for repairing jewelry or ritual blades, too..."

“Blades I can handle well, just turn back my magnetic senses,” he nodded confidently as that was well within his expertise. He even gathered some fame with it, how good he could measure the contents and ages of those things, since his supernatural senses and years of studies gave him a good chunk of advantage on the field. 

"You're going t'be working with metal magic, so I'll allow your magnetic senses, but not the magnekinetic aspect." Gennie decided.

“Jewels and healing are not as good sides of me, but I still could be more help than hindrance,” he added, smiling.

"I should hope so!" she teased him. "You're not completely useless, despite what you occasionally may think of yourself, Leo-who."

“Not completely useless, uh?” he asked back grimacing wryly. “This isn’t much of a compliment to strengthen ones resolve,” he grinned, going along with the joke. He knew himself, that he could muse a lot over his own capabilities and powers, sometimes doubting his strength or chance of success but there was his stubbornness what usually got him over those obstacles where simple skills couldn’t.

"No, not completely." she reiterated, ruffling his hair lightly. Again. "Sometimes patience's going t'get you further than stubbornness."

 “Aww, don’t be so mean witch, Gennie,” he coaxed, head tilted a bit. “I use my full magnetism not only to sense but to poke at metals, so gauging their abilities and determine their qualities,” he explained. “But looking at you now, I guess I shall be using the general magix we practiced last night, eh?”

"Yes, we'll be using the metal magic. You have a talent for it. But you need t'develop it separately from your psi-talent t'do so. Your psychic sense related t'the magnekinetic talent you've got is in need of being developed and refined separately." Gennie replied, winking at him.

Striped sighed and rolled his eyes theatrically, head hanging. “Oo-kay. Sense is better than nothing and I’m really missing my comfy connection to my Earth,” he muttered under his breath. “Guess that meant that I can write another class into my calendar next to the ‘Basic Cantrips’ and ‘Metal Magic in General’, namely ‘Magnekinetism without Magic’, huh?”

"Yep." Gennie grinned at Lao-hu, "You got it, Trabeae*--but you're not that manner of Elemental--or is that Elemetal?"

“Yeah, that’s what white tiggers do the best!” he replied with a wink, grinning widely. “I meant the magnetic field of the Earth, it makes me feel safe and home as it surrounds and enwraps me, and my precious metals as well,” he explained then.

Gennie rolled her eyes goodnaturedly at Lao-hu, "And here I thought tiggers were best at bouncing, Trabeae?!"

“Tiggers are best at what is in question at the moment,” he chuckled at the eyerolling, “and at bouncing, of course.”

“Besides, how are you calling me?!”

"What? Trabeae?" Gennie quirked an eyebrow up, "Latin for 'stripes', y'know?"

“I do now,” he shrugged nonchalantly, waving away the issue. He didn’t know Latin, in spite of his time at Cambridge; his field of specialization lay where his homeland was, China. He knew a lot about history and the divine from all over the world but he knew nothing about old languages of Europe. It was a hindrance sometimes, but not that much what could have force him to learn one yet.
Gennie started going through the items on the work bench, sorting them by simple repairs, recharges, and other catagories. She gestured to Lao-hu to take a seat on a stool so he could review them with her supervision, "...morning, ladies...you can stop gawking at Leo-who now. Patricia's waiting for Sarah's assistance with compiling data. Beatrice, Hope and Jessica will be working with Cassandra on mediumship and Astral navigation today. Marie-Ange, you're working with Madame Yi in the other reading room, as I wish for you t'get some insight in t'I-Ching..."

Striped raised a brow pulling a poker face, his nostrils going wide as he took in the scents of the room now that Gennie obviously talked to some girls whom he not noticed earlier. They either was good at hiding or the catnip what Touba received dulled his senses as well. He decided that he’ll remain standing until they leave or come in to get acquainted. “Hello,” he decided to say at last. It was highly embarrassing to notice that the girls probably had eavesdropped his former, playful conversation with Gennie, with all teasing and cajoling within... it took some effort from him to maintain his usual Chinese stoic appearance while he thought that over...
The teenage psi-talents weren't as accustomed to Genne's supervision as they were Anais's, and several of the girls blushed when they realised the elder woman was onto their excuse for lingering around the office...as the cute new guy. The guys that worked at Arakne's Web were few and far between at the moment--Doug was a computer geek, more interested in learning technomagic than girls; Bil Kaplan might be a strongly mage-gifted fellow, but he had a steady boyfriend in the form of healing empath Josh Foley and Rob Proudstar had a chip on his shoulder about Caucasian girls form some incident or another in his past.

Sarah elbowed her twin sister, Jessica, in the ribs, "...you couldn't have told me Dr. Lake's an empath?! You're the precog..."

"She's a very short-range precog, Sarah," Beatrice interjected serenely, a turquoise silk scarf tied artfully over her eyes, in compliment to the rest of her gypsy-goth attire, "And there wasn't any indication to Foresee that Lady Anais and Miss Topaz would be called away by Dr. Strange until we arrived this morning. And you didn't specifically ask me what Lady Genevieve's Talents were, only if she was both psychic and mystic--to which I had said yes."

Gennie laughed at the girls' exchange, "Ask and ye shall receive, but not if you don't ask questions with sufficient clarity...now off with you lot..."

The girls sighed and complained a bit as they went off to their assignments for the morning....

.

Marie-Ange found Mistress Yi (the elder Wan-hu), waiting for her inside the reading room. Mistress Yi stood up from her seat and bowed, "Ni-hao, good to see you again Mistress Colbert."

"Good morning, Madame Yi." the girl replied, bowing slightly. Her voice was heavily shaded with a French accent, "I'm best with the Tarot, various forms of cartomancy and sorte, but if Madame du Lac deems your expertise of benefit, I shall look forward to the forms of divination you can share with me."

And with that, she set her backpack, with various tarot decks and other types of cards aside. She pulled out a small netbook computer to take notes, being a diligent student of her particular form of mysticism...

.

"Would you mind checking stock on the jewelry in the display cases, Wan-who?" the mystic asked her friend, "I won't ask you t'handle the incense and herbs. Bil will be in t'help with that after lunch."

"I'm on it, after-wards I'll keep an eye on the back-shop and help run registers and such." Wan-hu replies as she heads off for the front of the store.

"Thanks, Wan-who. It's appreciated." Gennie called after her foster grandmother. "Just use the handheld PC-barcode scanner that's charging next t'the register t'count the inventory..."

"Yah, yah, I've done this before you know." Wan-hu replies, sticking her tongue out at Gennie as she left to mind the shop. It didn't take her long to find the scanner and started getting inventory cataloged, stopping occasionally to restock as needed.

"Really?" Gennie retorted from the office, behind the front cases and register. "I'll hold you t'that, Wan-who."

Wan-hu grumbled to herself, {Is she forgetting I do have about 5 or 6% ownership of this place?} and shook her head as she went about taking inventory. Whenever she came across an item they where low on, she re-stocked the item herself by either going to the stock-room to get it, or porting the items to her. She had the jewelry case set up and ready in a very short order, much to the shock of some of the young teenagers working in the shop. What really caught their attention was the way she had re-arranged the jewelry to make sure the really good stuff stood out, but kept all areas from being too busy.

Patricia Walker-McCoy breezed in with blood-auburn hair and ice blue eyes widening slightly when she saw Wan-hu's tigeroid form, a friendly smile brightening her face, "Well, look who's here?! Good to see Your Fuzziness again!"

Wan-hu turns around and smiles at Pat, "Hey Pat, good to see you again as well. And you're probably going to see more of me for a while, as I'm quitting the stunt-coordinator thing... Hollyweird is going more CGI then Wire-fu." she replies. "It's time for me to move on, and I think Anais is trying to push me to follow in her footsteps as she has me filling her shoes today."

"That doesn't surprise me. I've a hunch she's due for a 'promotion' and that means Gennie will probably take on Anais's share and interest here and I'll get stuck with more consulting, but I don't mind scaling back my involvement with the Defenders." Pat shrugged, "I'd rather have more time with Hank, especially since we're rebuilding his alma mater after that "gas main explosion" that happened a few months ago..."

[Gas main? I thought aliens abducted the entire building, or are you just using that as a cover for the 'norms'?] Wan-hu paths to Pat. "Rebuilding the school eh, who are you looking at to use for staff members?" she asks vocally.

[Yes, they were abducted by aliens...the whole Shi'ar mess. A gas main explosion has satisfied the authorities.] Pat signed mentally, "Most of our existing faculty and staff was 'off' for the weekend, fortunately. So, they're willing and able to return--and we're collaborating with dear Emma, who has additional experience from her tenure on the Board of Trustees at the Massachusetts Academy in years past. And we'd be damned fools if we turned down the kind of money, fund raising and name recognition she brings to the equation. Granted, I know her reputation and past experiences with the alumnii of the Xavier Institute...and we've reached an...understanding...of things."

Wan-hu just chuckled.

"So, are you offering to teach Oriental Studies and languages?" Pat continued, a friendly-but-calculating look in her blue eyes as she regarded the Tigeriod woman.

Wan-hu looked as if she would have done a spit-take at Pat, had she been drinking when she asked that question. "Not that I'd be unwilling to teach, but we both know I do not have the proper paperwork to do so... Least not in an accredited school system like yours Pat. I think instead of teaching something at school I may be going 'back' to school and see if I can't learn a thing or two about mixing magic with tech."

"A worthy endeavour, learning to bridge the gaps between eras." Pat grinned, "City College, Empire State and Columbia are all good schools in the area--and that'd allow you to remain in the area."

"You've done wonders with the cases," Pat continued as she looked over the displays, "Tiffany's could take a few pointers, trust me!"

"Yes well, I seriously doubt the folks that work the cases at Tiffany's have as much stake in the stores as I have here." Wan-hu replies to her. "Nor do most of them know how to listen to the jewelery to know how they want to be displayed."

"And some of them just plain don't know how to listen. Period." Pat remarked with a dose of her usual sarcastic wit.

.

Just then the chime on the door tinkled as an elegantly attired and strikingly beautiful woman of middle-years stepped into the shop, removing Dolce & Gabbana shades to reveal unusually bright peacock blue eyes, "Good afternoon, ladies..."

Wan-hu walks up to the woman and gives her a hug, "Good to see you again Olimpia, what brings you to the shop?"

"Oh, the usual excuse..." the successful therapist replied, "I need to get a fresh package of my favourite tea blend...and I've not seen Gennie in a spot. I know she's here...that 'void' in the office is unmistakable if one knows what one's looking for..."

"Aye, she's back there teaching a relative of my half-brother's who's a bit of a late bloomer." Wan-hu replies. "I'll go fetch your tea if you wish to go pop in on them and say hi... They're looking at mana-batteries, blades and the like." she says to the Greater-God in disguise.

Olympia smiled at Wan-hu, patted Patricia on the shoulder, "Thank you...and I'll do just that..."

"I'll have your tea for you at the register when you ready to check out Olympia. Just let me know if you need something else and I'll see that it's ready as well... Anais pulled a vanishing trick on us." Wan-hu says to her old friend, then excused herself from Pat as she went to get the tea for Olympia.

"I'd appreciate if you could assemble one of those lovely gift baskets of bath-and-body goodies for my sister. I think the fresh apple blossom and mint would suit her quiet nicely." Olympia decided on a whim. [You know how Hestia is...never asks for anything, and is taken as-granted by much of the family...]

[Ah yes, I remember her, I'll make sure to make it extra special for her.] Wan-hu replies. "I'll have it ready for you in a few."

[Thank you, dear. I'm sure she'll be surprised and delighted by your additions.] Olympia thanked the tigeroid.

.

Pat briefly disappeared into the break room toward the back of the store and returned with a steaming mug of the gourmet coffee that she and Cassandra favoured, mixed with milk and sugar, it was Pat's favourite way to start the day, "So, I got a mental note from Anais this morning--she and Topaz are out of town with Stephen. And they're not sure when they'll be back...you sure you're ready to back up Gennie in the neighborhood association?"

"A better question would be; is Gennie ready to take over here?" Wan-hu replies. "Due to er, family dictate, I can not be the guardian here, so it's going to fall on her shoulders. I can be a mentor, slash, crutch for a while, but she's going to have to take it on solo." Wan-hu whispers to Pat as one of the 'kids' pass by. "My 'family law' requires I find my own place in the both the world, and the uh... 'family structure'. So I can't just have a friend who's moving onward hand their reins over to me." she finishes, frowning slightly.
"That's a good question, Wan-hu." Pat replied as she leaned on one of the jewelery display cases, "And, I can understand how some of those 'family dictates' go...my chum, Elisabeth, has to deal with her paternal grandmother, who's The Lady of the Lake...aka HRH, The Duchess of Cornwall...and is very influential in life on both sides of the Pond and the Veil. Thankfully, Gennie's great-grandmum isn't too demanding of her...but we're not really discussing family matters..."

"Not yet anyway." Wan-hu mutters, "You've yet to meet my great to the nth power nephew who's recently arrived in Little Avalon." she whispers just loud enough for Pat to hear her. "He's in the back with Gennie now... Learning magic and the like from her."

"Oy...Gennie? Teaching?" Pat blinked at Wan-hu, "You know how she feels about children, right?!"

"Yes Gennie, teaching..." Wan-hu started. "It's a good thing that he's in his 30's then isn't it?? He's sorta a late bloomer, takes after my half-brother, you know who."

"I have a feeling we are gonna be missing Anais..." Pat shook her head, "It's not that Gennie's *not* knowledgeable, it's just that she's...Gennie..."

Wan-hu laughs slightly, "Well we're just going to have to make sure to we help her temper. Not that I'm much better in the bluntness department." she replies.

"Well...there's that," Pat agreed with a wry smile, "But there's that other little problem...putting someone in a position of leadership and focus of attention, to someone who absolutely, positively loathes being the centre of attention...and actively avoids, evades and dodges any attempts by anyone to put it upon her..."

"Yeah, I know, I know..." Wan-hu replies. "But she's not really in a position to do any of that if Anais is out of the picture. The only one that knows this area almost if not better then Anais is Gennie, plus she's a city-witch so even though she's only Master Level, she's as strong as most Adepts here. And she knows she's not able to pin it on me due to my 'family dictate'."

"Hard to say exactly what Anais would like, since she's not here for us to ask." Pat considered, "Though you're right about Gennie and the citywitch thing. Bonus, that she's a one of the very few strong in metamagic....so...just how aware is she of alla this, Wan-hu?"

"Truthfully, I have no idea Pat, and that worries me some." Wan-hu replies frowning. "It's not something that has comes up in our conversations. Nor have I had a chance to talk to Anais about it before she left. I just got back in yesterday, so I couldn't even tell you what's been happening for the past few weeks."

"Greeaaaaaaatttt...." Pat groaned, raking a hand through her blood-auburn hair, "Then we're going to be in for an..interesting..ride. Gennie Lake is a walking PR nightmare--I oughta know, since I was a supermodel for over 15 years. She's too damned honest. She doesn't 'get' the little white lies and BS that go along with living in the mundane world. She doesn't 'get' most of what most folks find funny. She's got very little patience for all the touchy feely stuff, even less for the youthful indiscretions of the fluffy bunny segment of the Neo-Pagan populace.... She doesn't trust folks to do what they say they're going to do...hell, she just doesn't trust most folks any further than your average Jane-Q-Public can throw them... should I go on?"

Wan-hu just stood there and smiled, knowing Pat wouldn't like what she was about to drop on her reality.

"I know, you know: She is who she is, and she's a high-functioning case with mild Aspberger's atop everything else, but it's going to be tough sell to get her on board with the idear of the politics that go into keeping Little Avalon functional." Pat shook her head as she pulled out her smartphone and started making some notes. "I pity the fools that think she's 'like' Anais..."

"Just wait til you hear who's job it's going to be to 'teach' Gennie what she's going to need to know... Yep you guessed it, YOU do." She said pointing all five fingers of one hand directly at Pat. She then placed that hand on Pat's shoulder, "I've already tried, and obviously failed, probably due to the fact that I'm a bit...mmm... detached for a lack of a better word. She needs someone more connected with people and knows how to be more PR... And since you have a nice large investment in both the shop and Little Avalon... I hear-by appoint you Gennie's mentor, have fun.." Wan-hu finish then wanders off to get Hera's items ready for her. 

[I'm washing my hands on that topic, so don't even think of trying to get me to help you at this point.] Wan-hu says mentally before Pat has a chance to wiggle out of what she just got assigned.

[Not so fast, youse...] Pat reached out and caught Wan-hu by the tail as the tigeroid went by, [Where d'you think you're going, Your Fuzziness?!]

[I'm going to go fill out Olympia's request, since I am working here today.] Wan-hu replied. [Or would you rather we piss off a greater deity?]

:: Thwibett! :: Pat retorted, making a Bronx cheer in Wan-hu's direction, still keeping ahold of the tail.

Pat might've been born in California, but she was New Yorker through and through, and she wasn't about to let Wan-hu off that lightly, [IF...and that's a big IF....Gennie accepts the idear of handling Little Avalon, that mean *you* get to deal with Her Whyness, The Duchess of Cornwall.... because we both know Faye'll find out about this at some point, and she'll try to make some sorta royal proclamation and sic Gennie with some Knight-Warder...and we both know how well that'll fly with Gennie.]

[Your forgetting how fast news travels, ten to one, she already knows and is on her way here... Do you really think Hera's here just for tea and a body-bath package for her sister?] Wan-hu replies. [Now if you excuse me I'm going to get out of the blast radius and feign ignorance, and I suggest you do the same.] she finishes snapping her tail from Pat's grip and running off.

[You've got a point...] Pat grumbled as she headed for the stairs--making tracks for the paranormal research lab housed upstairs, [Do we want to be flies on the wall when Gennie tells Faye to get stuffed?]
[As much fun as that might be, you know how long we'd go unnoticed by everyone in that room save maybe my nephew...] Wan-hu replies. [I'd give it 5.2 seconds before they knew we where listening in and call us into the room to side one way or the other. I don't know about you, but I don't want to be anywhere near that room when this goes down, and if I could sneak out of this building I would.]
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Gennie was still chuckling when she finished herding them out, "Seems you're the new bloke about Little Avalon and you're going t'be the subject of some speculation and curiosity for a while..."

“Great,” he shook his head, though he didn’t mind it too much. “I’m sort of a teacher, if you look at what I’m usually working on with archaeology students,” he shrugged, “though they are younger than the ones I usually go to the field. Teenage girls,” he sighed then as it dawned on him what Gennie probably meant by it.

"Yes...teenagers." she replied with a sympathetic smile, "They're furthering their experiences with psychic and mystical talents here...usually under Patricia or Anais's supervision, but they're going t'find that I'll be keeping them on their toes. They're interns, after all...."

“I see,” nodded Striped. “Quite a school you have here around, lot more than a simple shop, don’t you? And I felt what you’re talking about, the thing with the toes,” he smiled, referring yesterday's metal and magelight-class what left him overly exhausted.

"Well, not quite a school, but certainly a place for tutoring outside of school." Gennie conceded as she took up a ritual dagger and handed it to Lao-hu, hilt first. "Take a look at this one first..."

“Sure,” nodded the young mage as he took the offered weapon. He dropped to the seat what was pointed out earlier, and began to examine the dagger with eyes and mundane senses at first, using his expertise in ancient metal items, both from his main profession as archeologist and from his hobby as a metallurgist.

Then he pulled on his extra abilities, too, like the sharp nose for magic and definitely measured sense for metals from his magnetism, what Gennie’s mental tinkering allowed him to use while the actual morphing part was blocked - much to his chagrin.

Gennie's intentions, though, were that he shall learn to properly use a different aspect of his abilities--namely Elemental magic, Metal to be specific.

He could smell something a bit..off..about the dagger, a touch of old blood perhaps? His nose tickled enough to almost sneeze, but then his mental, mystical senses picked up something in the metal. A hollow within the dagger's blade, and up the tang into the hilt and pomel...and traces of something that smelled even stranger once he thought about it.

Though the traces of scent weren't anything he could identify. In fact, he might've mistaken it for perfume or something otherwise innocuous. But the skeptical side of him wondered about putting perfume into a dagger. That would be really, rather odd...

“What the..” he mused while he held the weapon in front of him, looking for signs what could place the item in time and location on Earth. Maybe that could provide more hint of its function, because there was no way that it was something for perfumes, he decided. Since he wasn’t limited in time, he calmly examined it over and over again from various angles, poking around both with his magnetic and magical senses, trying to use what he learned last night.

His various paranormal senses provided some clues--he sensed that the metals were rather old--to the tune of about 1500 years, but the craftsmanship was far superior to things of Earthly origin in that time period. The faintest traces of some sort of magical potion lingered within the blade, which still tickled his nose with the faint scent of old blood...ironbased blood, which would indicate some connection to humans...something about the magnetic properties, though, didn't quite resonate with those he was familiar with...it was an alloy of some kind!

“Definitely an interesting weapon, sort of ceremonial, I guess,” he began to summarize his findings, glancing back at Gennie. “I’d place its creation more than a millennia and a half before now, and I couldn’t identify the alloy it was made of as of yet. Maybe if I’d have more time and gadget around, I’d get more sophisticated results,” he shrugged. 

“There was something in the hilt, a potion or other mixture of some sort, and there was blood within for sure.”

“My guess is that it isn’t fully originated from this Earth, either made elsewhere or by someone who knew how to stir things with alien moves,” he said, then cocked his head raising a brow. “So?” he asked, betting that Gennie wanted only to test his knowledge and skills and knew perfectly what she had given to him.

"That's a fairly good analysis t'start with." Gennie observed, taking the dagger from Lao-hu, "It's a type of miséricorde or stiletto. These were used t'deliver the coup de grâce or colpa de misericordia--the mercy blow. In the Otherworld, it was long considered most merciful t'use a blade that delivered a fast acting type of potion that would numb the subject's physical pain and send them into a deep sleep, t'further minimise the suffering. These types of blades are still carried by the Bladesingers when they carry out sentence upon criminals."

“I see,” he nodded, listening to the expected explanation. “That was the trick, giving me something from an other world what I can’t know for sure,” he grimaced wryly. ”By the way, if you kill one with a blade with a smooth motion, what use a potion has? He will be killed before it could take effect if you do that last act properly,” he said raising a brow, hand moving in the air with stiffened fingers as if punching someone sharply.

"Not always..." Gennie replied.

“And by that you mean?” he inquired, shooting a sideways glance at her.

"Depends on the skill of the wielder of the dagger, and the skill of the person being attacked." Gennie shrugged it off for the moment.

"This particular blade is far more ornamental than ones preferred by Bladesingers, however." Gennie continued as she disassembled the removable parts of blade to show him, "This particular example isn't from Avalon. It's from Atlantis, and is a ceremonial object--possibly used by a courtier or a royal, hence the extraordinary craftsmanship...it was made by someone who could afford t'pay the artisan t'make something that was both beautiful and deadly."

“A family-blade, sort of, huh, or something to show off the wealth and skill,” he followed the blades parts with his mind and with his eyes so it wouldn’t fool him next time when he’ll meet one. “I prefer simplicity over artful things,” he shrugged, “it can lead your enemies on false thoughts, underestimating you just by the things you show to them. Especially if you can hide your skills somehow – which I intent to learn, maybe twisting the shielding Wan-hu uses or another shield spell.”

"Well, artful, beautiful things still have their place, Leo-who. Would you take my beautifully crafted walking stick for anything other than an attractive, useful aid in walking?" Gennie asked him with a raised brow.

Striped leaned back on his seat, measuring his speaking partner and said stick. “Well, that depends... knowing you,” he began, but then corrected himself hastily, “I mean, not that much, but just after this day, I’d suspect surely that it can do a thing or two other than its original purpose. But this is true to anyone, I guess, re-considering my former thought,” he smiled shrugging. “If one has a reputation then no even the truly normal pieces of her equipment could call suspicions, huh?” 
"I don't have any particular reputation, which is exactly how I like it." Gennie reminded the young man, an innocent look in her steel grey eyes, "And that's how I've survived as long as I have..."

“Understood,” nodded the young mage. “Still, I think you have a reputation just on the streets or within villains, considering where and with whom you work? But this isn’t that type we talked about,” he agreed.

"Not really. I'll be honest... I've made it a point t'NOT make ANY particular rep for myself, anywhere, nor with anyone." Gennie explained, "I've been careful, t'be a 'good' professor, not a 'great' one. T'assist with findings and contribute t'scholarly papers and review peer-submitted research, but never t'be the one taking the spotlight and the major credit. I'm never going t'be nominated for "Best Actress"...nor even really "Best Supporting Actress", Leo-who. T'be that notisable isn't 'good' for me or my continued survival. Hiding in plain sight is the best defense I've got. If you'd lived my life, you'd understand..."

To that, he only nodded as there wasn’t really anything else what he could have said. There was simply too much terra incognita in Gennie’s past from his point of view. To be honest he knew only those small drops what she or Wan-hu dropped yesterday about that cult and her mystic scars. “As you wish, mistress witch,” he said quietly, accepting what he’d heard.
He then cut short his talk, reaching over the stuff laid on the table to pick up a bangle, which was made from white jade with bluish-green stripes on it. It wasn’t round but a bit elongated and so would perfectly fit to one’s wrist, not just touching it by the side and standing off from the top or underside of it. It was smooth by the look of it if the smut from the bad handling would have been taken care of and except the slight crack at one spot, right over a darker place. Something harder probably had crashed it, cracking a bit of the jewel. 
“Swell,” he breathed as he ran his fingers over it gently, scowling when he noticed the crack.
"That is an older piece that one of the interns picked up at a yard sale, sensing something--interesting--about it." Gennie remarked, whilst waiting for Lao-hu to further examine the bracelet and study its potential properties.
“It is a wonderful piece indeed, in spite of this damage,” he agreed, showing the scratch where it had lost some substance. “It’s sad that the previous owner didn’t handle it well and it was hurt so,” he sighed, while he stroked the bangle’s surface with his fingers, poking its inside with his senses as well as searching for any identification what could help him place the jewel in time and origin.
“Or,” he mused, scratching his chin, “it’s just as possible that it protected said owner from a curse or something, but then it needs re-configuring, I guess. What I can say for sure, that it is jadeite jade, from the rarer side of the color spectrum. Unfortunately, I don’t have any spell to properly identify its magical abilities or its strength levels, but considering the lingering smell on it, I’d place it to Chinese in origin and low-level, at least now.”

"And jade has typically been used t'encourage prosperity, it is said t'draw love and generosity. Traditionally jade is considered to be the five virtues of humanity; wisdom, compassion, justice, modesty, and courage. Often those symbols where carved in the stone, from what Gracie's told me." she remarked, "It's probably rather old as well, so the magics have naturally, faded. Set it aside t'study further."

“She said well, I learned so too,” he nodded, still admiring the bracelet’s smooth if somewhat greasy texture and the blue-green colored streaks in it. “It was, hell, it still is the most precious stone in my homeland, held higher than real gems most times. This one,” he put it slowly away to a separate spot, reluctant to leave it there, “is more than two millennia old, if my senses are right,” he said then with a thin smile as he turned back to the remaining pile.
"Yes, and that's why I want you t'examine it more, later." Gennie agreed, gesturing to a storage box where he could place it. "IF you're able t'discern what it is, then it'll have been worth the two-three dollars one of the kids paid for it. All I'd say, in Anais's absense, is that if we manage t'restore it and sell it, you share the proceeds with Beatrice. She's telling me that the seller thought it was just green plastic of some sort..."

“I’ll look after it as soon as I’ll have the chance, indeed,” he enthused, as the item clearly caught his attention. Not only he was Chinese and the jade meant a lot to him because of the country’s history and the people’s beliefs behind, but the jade had connections to the White Tiger as well. Well, not so direct ones as it was used as a protection and gift in graves and even if this bracer wasn’t such an item which would have been placed into there, but anyway. It was jade, it was white, kinda, and it had streaks so he wanted to know more about it. He might will buy it, if it turns out interesting enough, he mused for a second.
“I’ll need some help, though, since the Gramarye wasn’t my job to do while I studied magic so far,” he added.
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A mature beauty with dark hair and striking peacock blue eyes slipped quietly into the office, watching the interplay between the two for a few minutes. She didn't sneak up on Gennie, but walked quietly up beside her and hugged her...apparently anticipating the slight flinch/cringe from the younger woman--something unspoken passing between them, as Gennie took a breath and then visibly relaxed, returning the hug as they apparently engaged in some form of telepathic communication for a few minutes.

The sudden appearance of the woman startled the young mage as well; he straightened on his seat, scowling to hide his surprise and the jolt of fear what passed over him because one could sneak up on him so unnoticed. He then relaxed while he watched the pair of women speaking in mind, ruffling through the stuff left on the table, only sparing glances from the corner of his eyes at them. 
"...this's Olympia Bekiarakis, my foster mum." Gennie added aloud, gesturing to the elegantly attired professional at her side, "Pia, this's Yee-Leo-who, the young mage Gracie sent over our way..."
Striped stood with a nod and stepped closer, offering his hand to shake, while he corrected softly his name. “Yi Lao-hu, ma’am, nice to meet you.” Who she can be, he wondered to himself silently, since he didn’t meet or hear about any relative of Gennie who wasn’t a goddess or mage of some sort.
"Good to meet you as well, Yi Lao-hu." Olympia replied, shaking his hand in greeting. She winked at him and whispered in his ear, "You might be more familiar with my 'real' name, but I prefer to live and intermingle discretely in the modern age...because there aren't many who'd actually believe that Hera--or the White Tiger--is anything other than an interesting myth, yes?"

“You!” he stammered with widening eyes as he looked into her eyes and then quickly looking over her from head to toe, disbelieving, until the information connected in his mind. Gennie did say that her foster mother was Hera from Olympus indeed, only the other things about magic and stuff weighed more on his mind and it became somewhat forgotten. [Damn], he thought, [and she knew what I thought about her. And probably knows even now. Double damn], he realized and a shiver ran over his spine.
[Yes, I can hear you. So can Gennie, Patricia and a few of the other telepaths being tutored.] Olympia replied, though she didn't seem to be doing much more than 'listening' and 'speaking' to him, [You'll need to learn how to separate your mind, between Public and Private Minds, and how to manage psychic and mystic defenses. You're in the right place to learn, though.]

[Great, I like to embarrass myself in front of noble persons, not even mentioning gods,] he thought as he ran a hand through his hair, swallowing. Usually his informal nature got him in trouble through his big mouth, so when he kept his thoughts to himself and succeed keeping his face blank -- not always, though -- he could avoid that. Now he had to keep even those closer, behind another shield, he mused silently -- but that could be a good practice, too. He wanted to learn new ways for shields, anyway.
[Don't worry, Lao-hu. I'm not going to hold your nature against you. You are whom you are.] Olympia assured him, a touch of kindness and understanding in her bright blue eyes.

Still, strictly hardwired, old reflexes of politeness leapt into action as he quickly regained his composure, the overwhelming curiosity and honor falling behind his mental regulations, clearing up from his face. “Actually, looking at how Thor was handled when he walked on Earth before he went MIA a decade ago and how Hercules is still going around with the Avengers, I don’t think that’d be a problem,” he said then without too much hesitation. 
“I think the curious and the –I think I believe in them but I’m not sure– would cause more problem, converging to you whenever you openly appears somewhere,” he added.

"Yes, we have followers in the Neo-Pagan community, and it is a grave faux pas to 'advertise' oneself and attempt to cultivate a body of worshipers. That ammounts to creating a cult, and most of us are quite aware of the detrimental effects that can result." Olympia agreed, "However, we do have an obligation to and responsibility for those who believe in us, and their actions also reflect upon us."

“That’d be an interesting topic to talk about sometime,” Lao-hu admitted, since the life and legends of various pantheons was one the fields where he could count himself as an expert of some kind. Even though he didn’t have much chance to bring that knowledge into everyday use and so this opportunity was fascinating.
"I'm sure you'd find the reality of our lives quite different than some of what the mortal history has remembered." the older woman suggested with a slight smile. "As Gennie has a tendency to say: "Olympians and Asgardians and the like are still people, with their good folks, their bad apples and most falling somewhere in the middle..." Though there are those of us who still have to keep our tempers in check and know when not to wield the power we have against that which annoys us."

“If your life differs from the tales and legends - which I guessed - then I’m even more interested to know more about it,” he said. “If I won’t be cursed or imprisoned for it, that is,” he added smiling faintly. There were simply too many tales about curious mortals and immortals banished for their poking around. “One needs huge amounts of self-control, yeah, my Grandpa taught that very memorably,” he winced.
Olympia scowled at the mention of his grandfather's method of teaching, and the grimace on the young man's face. It was too reminescent of how Gennie had been a good while back. Then her features softened a bit as she leaned forward and looked at Lao-hu, "You're not going to be cursed or imprisoned for asking questions or learning... That's unconscionable, and quite frankly, your grandfather should be strung up for treating you as it appears he has done, in my not-so-humble opinion..."

“He isn’t a bad man at all and surely only wanted the best to me,” Lao-hu protested lightly, “preparing me for anything what can come down on me. He has a strange way of showing his intents, that’s true. I’m proud of what I learned from him, even though he achieved not only this but that I simply can’t love him and glad that I can be far away from the old man.”
"Well, I would think introducing him to the Spartans might be suitable compensation...then again, they might get along a bit too well." Olympia replied drily. "And I realise that not all immortals have the capacity or desire to adapt, grow and learn as the times change--but many of the Olympians and Titans have found it imperative to do so, as have the Vedic beings of Nirvana--as they are still actively worshiped in India and other areas where their followers have migrated to."

“I repeat, this would be an interesting talk at some time, since if we’ll get into this conversation about the divine as curious I am for it, then it’ll stretch to the whole day and maybe a bit even over it, then Gennie would be pissed that I haven’t learned and practiced what she wanted me to,” he smiled at the goddess, both his better nature overcoming his curiosity and grabbing on the opportunity to stalk away from being himself the subject of the conversation.
"I do hope you'll not prove to be a difficult student for Gennie." she remarked, taking up a seat in the office, a subtle note of humour in her voice. "Challenging can be good for both of you, though."

“I’ll do what I can, ma’am,” he straightened even more with self-consciously.

Gennie rolled her eyes at Olympia's teasing, "Y'planning on giving him a case of the jeebie heebies if he does, Pia?"

"Moi?" Olympia affected a very innocent expression, though her intensely blue eyes were sparkling with laughter that hinted she was hardly going to smite anyone. "Why I would never even consider such a dastardly thing..."

Gennie deadpanned, "If you thought anyone was a threat t'me, you'd turn the Eryinyes loose on 'em in a New York Minute, Pia..." Her serious demeanour melted after a moment as she looked between her foster mum and her new student. 
Gennie's quirky little smirk brightened her features up in a rather cute way, "...but you know as well as I do, that Gracie's not going t'send anyone for teaching, that doesn't genuinely merit it...and Leo-who's in need of it, ergo, he's going t'learn...how t'do magic..*and* how t'have fun."

“I know both,” he protested peeved, puckering his lips but then his better nature made him add “in a limited way on spells and general magic. And I learn fast – if the topic is interesting enough,” he poked back verbally after the light tease he felt on his side in Gennie’s remark.
Both Olympia and Gennie laughed aloud, exchanging a look before Olympia continued, "And magic is an interesting topic?"
Striped’s eyes shone up as he nodded and smiled mischievously. “It is, but there are fields within what are more than other. If there is a bit metal or shielding in it, it’ll be a good hit for sure,” he said. “Just like the streaks,” he added grinning.
"And there are those who are experts in their fields and the like, who could probably show you more ways of shielding than you'd think of in a couple of centuries." she agreed, giving Gennie a sideways glance and a wink. "Especially in the area of metamagic..."
“I don’t know for sure if I have centuries or not, but I know that this is the two main area where I’m really, really interested in from the portfolio of the White Tiger and that means that I’m intending to throw a lot of energy into the learning,” the young mage explained. “And I can get very creative on my own, so my teachers and few real friends used to say,” he shrugged with a shy grin, somehow managing to tell it without sounding too boastful.
"We'll see about that." Olympia replied, "You're still young enough to have plenty to explore and discover...and that focus would probably be why Gennie has "Fun" on the cirriculum as well."
“Sounds good to me,” he nodded, glancing at Gennie for a moment, a faint suspicion flashing through his mind – he heard a few things about Olympian festivities after all, even though if a hunt or through a forest or an RPG night was more appealing to him. But he learned fast and so cleared his mind with a meditative chant what he learned during his early magical studies and then re-phrased a bit later for his own liking, pissing off his master even after he noticed that it worked just as well.
He fidgeted on his seat a while, then wrinkled his nose and reached out to pick up another item from the table, this time a small golden pendant, in the shape of a strange rose, added petals into three direction and tiny spheres in them. He took a deeper breath as he lifted it to his nose, then tilted his head, glancing back at the women. “This smells like ambrosia,” he announced. “Something from your kind, I guess?” he asked Olympia.
"Very nice piece. And likely something created by an adherant or admirer of Greco-roman culture and divinities." Olympia agreed as she studied the lovely little pendent. "Gold, with electrum, rose gold and green-gold elements. This particular piece may date back to the late 18th or early 19th century, give its style--and that was also an era of renewed popularity for Classical cultural motifs. But let me ask you--what do you think it's function might be?"
Lao-hu shrugged, shaking his head as he looked up from the jewel back to the woman. “As I said earlier to Gennie, I have no knowledge on how to identify magic items’ functions, only their origins in time and space -- if they have metal in them or Chinese in origin. It can do anything for aught I care.”
"Well, that's going t'change, starting now." Gennie replied, "As an archaeologist, knowing what something was used for is part of your job. That goes doubly for a mage who studies the past. Now, you can sense magic in general...you need t'learn the shadings of different types of dweomer. Tell me the kinds of enchantments you're familiar with..."
“Not truly what I intended, you know,” he grimaced, “as an archaeologist I work with items from this world and extremely rare to find something with magic within and even then, no one else is around who could point at it, shouting that “its magic, its magic” so I can do with it whatever I want, carry over to those who can safely identify it,” he explained, somewhat grumbling.
“As a mage, I’m not interested in the past but the present and future, but I see that I’m only making things worse...” he paused to examine Gennie’s face and then sighed. “I can tell you the general source of something magical, be it a spell’s lingering effect, the spell directly or a place or an item. That was how I could state that that pendant it Olympian in origin or how I tried to say what kind of witch you or Anais are.”
“Every source smells different, Olympian like ambrosia,” he nodded to the direction of Olympia, smiling faintly; “nature like wood, fey like wine and so on. The strength of the scent gives off the rank of the spell or item, while its subtle changes can help determine its schools, like divination or transmutation. I haven’t encountered too many different magics, other than those used for training so it’s not unusual for me to get stuck on the general but not able to determinate the really small details. Yet,” he added and lifted his shoulder a bit then let it fall back.
Olympia nodded, though she could see her foster-daughter was getting a bit impatient with Lao-hu's outlook. The 'watermark' in her steel grey eyes was shifting rapidly...

"A'right..." Gennie replied as she took the rose pendent from Lao-hu, "....first thing you're going t'learn is that the magic of the past still impacts the present and the future. Even an ecclectic, maverick citywitch like me has t'admit that, and much as they disdain me, those hidebound, tradition-worshiping types among the various Neo-Pagan, old hermetic-ceremonial-high-magick traditions, the initiatory, secretive Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wiccans and what not, have t'admit, grudgingly, that magic evolves, just like tech, societies and cultures...but even as it evolves, we still have t'deal with what came before us, Leo-who...."

"First, because magic can stick around for a very long time. Second, because there are artifacts that come t'light that are far too dangerous t'leave out and about. Third, because sometimes there are things that are locked up by magic for a damned good reason, and once in a while the magic locking them up starts waning, and needs t'be reapplied...and it's usually a good idear t'do it in the same way it was originally done...or at least know what the bloody hells you're doing before you go messing with it..." the mystic explained in her blunt, terse manner. "You're in the wrong line of work, if you don't care about the past of magic, Leo-who."

“I did not say that,” he snapped back. “I said that I don’t spend much time poking the past with my lesser, hidebound, tradition-worshiping type of magic, since my initiatory, secretive masters taught me nothing but the stuff I HAD to know, not what I wanted and how I wanted,” he replied. “I already changed a few things what I felt necessary to feel the stuff they gave me more comfortable, and though it worked well and that pissed them off, I remained within the borders they gave me.”
“I am in a lineage what contained more priest-like caster than western-traditional mage, and that shows on my style and on my thinking and I both can’t and don’t want to change that too much. I like it as it is, how I turn for help and power to the Tiger, or use it what he gave me by my birth in advance.”
“I know that the magic of those who preceded us can be found around, tops, some of those who preceded us are indeed still around. I know about relics what must be kept hidden, too, and I know that if you’re reasonable, you don’t knock on ancient spells and rituals before you walked them around and through a few times, even without you rubbing my nose into your ageless experience. I may be young and inexperienced but not stupid,” he huffed, eyes narrowing as he stared into Gennie’s. 
“You can be impatient just like me, but that won’t bring us nowhere good,” Lao-hu grumbled.
"Yes, I can be." Gennie admitted, her unwavering steel grey eyes not leaving his. There was a touch of self-depricating humour there as well, "Impatient, stubborn and tenacious. And those are considered some of my more charming traits."

“How lovely,” he commented wryly, sparks of interest showing in his eyes as he found the sharp quips reassuring indeed. He was like her new a lot of times, but few could handle him then well, taking his words straight and to be offended by them. “I used to get such nice compliments myself, too. Maybe,” he mused, measuring the woman, “maybe we might get along well, after all.”
"But you are much prettier than I am, so you can get away with much more of it...with big-kitteh-eyes..." she reminded Lao-hu.

“Prettier? Me?” he pulled saucer-type eyes, just like how she mentioned but totally involuntarily. “You’ve got to be kidding,” he laughed softly. “My eyes totally inefficient against you - and a few other people as well,” he protested, glancing at Olympia raising a brow as if asking is she really this doubtful about her appearance?
"Yes, you." Gennie retorted. "I've got experience with big-kitteh-eyes...Squeejee and the Spawn, Agate, Stormy, and any number of other cute, fuzzy felines...including Wan-who."

Olympia returned Lao-hu's gaze evenly, speaking quietly into his surface thoughts--unheard by her foster daughter, [Gennie has no doubts about herself, quite literally, since she lacks a sense of self in that regard. She is a scholar, a professor, a sorceress and psi-talent, a cult abuse survivor, a columnist and a gifted drummer. Being female is a biological, physiological fact, not a part of her identity as a person...]

|Sounds strange,| he furrowed his brows, |I’ve never met anyone like her before,| he mused, | But this is her thing and I don’t want to intrude such private sphere, after all. Thank you!| and then turned his thoughts to the actual task instead of digging in Gennie’s personality and background.
[I doubt you'll find another like her.] Olympia replied with a wink and a smile.

“Unfair,” he mumbled to Gennie, barely audible and totally non-seriously.

"Life's never been completely fair, on the flip side, I try t'be fair." Gennie muttered at him.

The mystic re-established the teaching link with Lao-hu, "Now, let's begin with this pendent...your perceptions of magic are radically different than mine, so, we're going t'see what happens when I extend my Othersight t'evaluate this item. I know what I'm looking at, but we need t'figure out the baseline of what different catagories of magic trigger in your sniffer...so I'm linking my Othersight t'yours and your sense of taste and smell...y'ready for this?!"
“No,” he smiled darkly, “but I have no choice,” he shrugged. “I was able to memorize that you use this mind-poking to sense and to teach so do it, but at least tell me before you attach yourself. Its kind of intimate whatever you babble about Inner and Outer Minds. Please?” he pulled on a kitteh-eyed expression briefly.
“Now show me what you want, I’ll follow,” he said, putting his own extrasensory perceptions into gear but keeping both his vision and scent in the background, focusing on those stimuli what Gennie shared with him.

Gennie fully invoked her Othersight, her eyes unfocusing slightly as she studied the pendent. She Saw the subtle shadings of the item's aura--colours that shimmered with a sort of rosey-golden iridescence. To Lao-hu's nose, he could smell something almost rose-like, with a tinge of summer sunshine--but what was the magic? Through Gennie's Othersight, he could perceive a weave and pattern to the energies. The mystic identified the enchantment--which seemed to be a part of something else. There was a 'missing' half to the pair...

[...hmmm...this's a talisman with a particular effect--and probably one of two.] Gennie commented, lightly touching the energy patterns with her Mage-gift, probing the magic and studying the responses, [This particular one is designed t'prevent fertility...it's companion would've likely been used t'encourage it...]

“You’re speaking in mind again, Jennie,” he said quietly, deliberately misspelling her name and rolling his eyes as he called on his own version of Sight to compare with what he received from Gennie through the learning link she used. “I can sense that there is a twin to it, more accurately sense the hiatus of it, but how came you to fertility-prevention from the scent of roses and summer sun?” he asked.
[I'm not picking up any scents. My Othersight doesn't register magic that way. I See a rose-gold aura and the way the magical energies weave together show me a pattern that is a counter clockwise--in effect, a reverse of a pattern..which is a sort of Celtic knotwork, shaped in silhouette of one of the primeval Indo-european mother goddesses.] Gennie replied, her intent focus still on the artifact, 'showing' him the shape and pattern in his the mind's eye--layered over the real-world view of the pendent. He could smell the subtle fluctuation of scent as she traced the pattern of energies with her mage-gift, the interlaced strands of magic becoming almost visible to the naked eye...

“Cool,” he admitted with a smile, while the squinted in effort to see what Gennie saw and so overlap his sense of magic scents and his truth vision, doubling the chances to notice such patterns. “If you want to smell, just lean on my sense, I know you can do it - or doing it already in the background,” he said meanwhile, mentally grumbling about her mindspeaking habits when she had nice voice and he already noted that he doesn’t like it.
The layers of reality overlaid one another as Gennie showed him how to See the various aspects of magic he might not have thought to search for in the manner she was showing him now, [So what I'm Seeing is what you're smelling, t'some analogy. You need t'learn t'See and smell at the same time...and that'll help you start t'pick apart the manner in which magic actually exists...]
“Understood,” he acknowledged the information, filing away the angles and slight differences in the Sight’s use as the witch showed him those. “I used the Eye of the Tiger before to check on magic, but not this detailed way, mostly to help out my nose. That was and probably that will remain the main sense for me, even if its sensitivity can drive me crazy sometimes in urban conditions. When it turned on, huh, those were rough times but since then I learned to appreciate the beauty in it,” he told it like a tale. 

“When I close my eyes, it sharpens out even more and brings hidden things into focus. Sometimes I play with it and use it for orientation, walking with closed eyes under my sunglasses and still able to navigate without problems.”
“I think this is a similar application of the sense, only on a new level and the Sight adds a bit to it,” he said, glancing at Olympia, his extraordinary senses taking her in, his inborn curiousness taking lead like it did with Wan-hu.
"Yep." Gennie replied, "Now you're thinking. Can you See the pattern and weave of the magic?"

“Thanks,” he replied on sarcastic tone at the comment about his thinking. “Yup, I can see it, and can smell it, too,” he said squinting slightly to keep it in focus. 

"And can you tell me if you see the problem--even though, I'm not expecting you t'know the problem, I want t'see if you can See it..." she poked at his magical senses to make sure he had them tuned on the pendent.
“Hey,” he exclaimed, shivering under the poking and feeling really vulnerable against her powers what surely could trip his with as much ease as she turned off his magnekinetism. It wasn’t a pleasing sensation at all, even if he knew that she wouldn’t use it against his wishes -- if only to teach him something new. 
"Ssshhhh...I'm not going t'hurt you, kitteh." Gennie muttered. "Just need t'make sure your senses are synched properly."

“Problem?” he asked back, furrowing his brows as he tried to figure out what she was talking about. The confusion went over the connection clearly, slowly dissolving as he looked at the magic threads again, searching for any difference until he found a twist what seemed flawed, though he could only guess from the distaste he felt, not pointing it out by knowledge. “Maaybe, but I’m not sure,” he admitted at last.
[A'right! Good catch. That muckup in the pattern is what we're looking for.] she confirmed, automatically reverting to mindspeak as she drew the teaching link in a bit tighter so he could See right over her proverbial shoulder as she worked. [Now, I'm not going t'expect you t'know how t'fix this. I'm going t'show you what I'm doing t'fix it though, since you need t'get used t'Seeing how this works and feels.]

The young mage wiggled his nose when he felt the connection tightening, but kept both his thoughts and body under control this time, sort of expecting it after her constant mindspeaking and the poking before. Still, he stuck to speaking aloud since he liked that better. “Okay. I’ll focus on you with what I have, show it,” he replied.
Lao-hu could Feel Gennie reach into the pattern of magic, tracing it with great care as she removed small sections, reweaving the Celtic knotwork pattern with new magic to 'repair' the flaw. Her work was as delicate, precise and confident as Gracie's care with excavating precious artifacts, or a watchmaker repairing the tiny internal works of an antique pocket watch. The Feel of the energy flowing through her scarred channels was eerie...Gennie was hypersensitive to the most subtle shifts in magic, allowing her to compensate for what she lacked in raw power with deft precision and accuracy...

[Do you See how I do this?] Gennie asked Lao-hu as she reset the dweomer on the pendent, a pale brow quirking up as she glanced over at him.
“Yes, I could see and feel, too, thanks to your link. However I didn’t change my opinion about close mental stuff, I might have to admit that it can have its advantages,” he nodded. “You have a steady hand, I mean, steady mind indeed to work with magical energies likes this. It’s a bit creepy, though, smelling and seeing the power flowing through you in this way. Creepy, but impressive and enviable,” he added, smiling wryly at her.
“Is it working now? Without the other part, I mean. Can’t we find it through this one and by magic?” he asked then.

[Almost...] Gennie winked at him, the sense of peace and contentment that working magic gave her seeping along the link, [I want t'see if you can use Elemental metal t'repair the small crack in the loop t'pass a chain through...]
“Huh,” he backed up, scratching his chin, “it worth a try, after all,” he muttered under his breath as he took the jewel back and ran his finger gently over the said injury. He lifted it in front of his eyes, measuring, calculating while he touched it both with his truth vision and his extrasensory ability for metals what he had gotten back from Gennie.
After a few minutes and a few mmm-s, scratches and aham-s, he took a breath and slowly focused on his will onto the loop, wanting it to stretch slightly and reform. His pointing finger changed as well, his nail turning to a claw which he used to track the minute unevenness on the precious metal and evening it out by itself, completing the missing material with his own. At the end, Lao-hu glanced up shyly at Gennie, pulling back his claw, nervously wiping his hand on his pants while he waited for the judgment.
Gennie looked over the top of her glasses, invoking a finer aspect of her Othersight as she studied Lao-hu's repairs, looking at the alterations he'd made to the gold, [Not bad...you've definitely a Talent for Elemental Metal magic...and I'm sure I'll have plenty of things for you t'practice and hone that upon.]
“Thanks,” he smiled happily. “I love to work with metal stuff so you can give me a truckload of those - if you don’t fear that I’ll mess up them,” turned his smile into a grin. “I spent a number of years learning their secrets, both mundane and mystical. This wasn’t too hard, I could complete the gap with some material from my claws and will,” he said proudly about his success.
"hmmm..." Gennie mused aloud, a thoughtful look in her steely grey eyes, a spark of inspiration dancing within.

“This would be the place for the question about the payment?” he grinned slyly after, meaning both the amount he’d have to pay for the studies and the other what he’d receive for his help. He guessed that it’ll come to null summarizing the two - if he’d get lucky, otherwise he’d have to pay more.
[The reward is the experience and chance t'practice, Trabeae.] Gennie replied, but she figured if he was willing to work on metals by the 'truckload', she'd know just where to take the young mystic. She had a friend who forged and repaired fine blades for Ren Faire, and he could certainly use a little help in that regard. [I think I have *just* the activity that'll help you gain some experience with that side of your magic this weekend...]

Lao-hu’s grin faded fast as he sensed that something went amiss from the last sentence. When a teacher got interested in a comment like that and then came up with such ideas for the weekend, that couldn’t mean any good for the student, he knew that well from earlier experiences during his PhD and his martial arts studies.

Gennie was smiling--as though she had a great idea amind, and it had to do with him. But there was nothing to hint that she was thinking to do him any harm.

Olympia followed the conversation, and knew quite well what Gennie had in mind. And she also saw that Gennie had completely 'missed' the joke as usual. She subtly shook her head, a wry smile teasing the corners of her lips, [I don't think Gennie 'gets' your humour there, young one...]
“What do you have in mind?” he asked Gennie suspiciously, sparing a glance on the remaining items on the table, idling a few moments longer on the jade bracer than the others. |I sense something coming, to be honest| he replied to the great goddess, |but I don’t know what I messed.|
"We're going t'go to Ren Faire this weekend. You'll have plenty of metal t'work with, I can promise you that." Gennie replied aloud, a partition hiding something within her mind--as that great idear was quickly pulled back into her Private Mind. "But you'll also have chances t'have fun, too, since that's part of the cirriculum I've amind for you. You needn't worry your pretty eyes about food, drink and shelter, for that'll be taken care of easily enough."

Lao-hu whitened a bit, thinking over the amount of people usually attended on such festivals and that he had a reputation as an archeologist but a completely another as a mage. He definitely wanted to keep the two separated and that meant that he could do magic only in his tigeroid form, not in his known human one, even if that definitely will limit the fun side.
Olympia merely chuckled softly, as she had a sneaking suspicion that Gennie was going to introduce Lao-hu to a particular friend, [Fear not, Kitten. You'll hopefully enjoy yourself and learn something of metal at the same time, if you're to meet whom I think you're to meet...]

|Time will tell,| he thought back, while he told to Gennie aloud what he thought over earlier. “I won’t blow off my reputation as a human archeologist, so if I have to make magic, I can do that as a tiger only. Hope that won’t be a problem?” he raised a brow askingly.
"You can still make magic as a humanoid--you'll just look like a different humanoid than the one you are right now." Gennie grinned at him, "And there're two options: First, I could layer illusions so that you appear t'be someone else on the surface, and beneath that, a second illusion t'further conceal your actual identity. Even most with Truesight will only really 'bother' with the second layer and assume it's the 'real' person. Secondly, I could alter your actual physical shape so that you actually assume another humanoid form--be it Oriental, Occidental or something else. That'd also serve t'protect your secret."
Striped furrowed his brows while he listened to Gennie's options of camouflage for the fair, and scratched his chin musing. "That's not how I learned the mechanism of my vision," he said finally, clearly confused. "Whatever stuff it was on an item or person, I saw right through it to the core being, whatever real form her or his soul had. And now you are saying that if you put on enough make-up, you can misguide it?! That can't be real..." he voiced his doubts. Not in Gennie, but the idea she painted threw up into the air his knowledge about his own abilities.

"We're not talking about how you learned t'use Trueseeing, Trabeae." Gennie grinned. "We're talking about how most Occidental human mystics learn t'use Trueseeing... There's a great deal of difference in philosophy and cultural mindset between the two approaches. There's a few of us with the benefits of both, but not as many as you'd think..."
“Hmm,” he mused as he thought over the problem from this new angle and came to new conclusions. “You mean that won’t look after the real self but look after a guise and be happy when they find one?” he asked then, glancing at Gennie. “You may be right, looking at their medicine and stuff, curing the surface symptoms very precisely but totally lacking the insight to find the real cause behind,” he nodded.
"They'll look past the first illusion, perceive the second and be content, yes...very much so." Gennie affirmed with a knowing grin.

“Still, would you put your life on stake for a general statement? I have another idea, though. You saw my tail even if I was in my tiger form... what if they’ll see that, too, as my ‘real’ self, under your guises?” he questioned, getting excited by the problem he wanted to solve. 

“I mean, that is as much me as this one or so my instructors said and sometimes I beginning to feel that they could be right. What do you say, Jen?”
"Right about what?" Gennie inquired, one brow quirking upward.
Striped rolled his eyes but then answered calmly. “About my ‘true’ form. The tiger or the Asian human? Which one is the real? Or both of those? Neither of it?” he rolled up the questions one after the other quickly.

“I can’t decide it looking into a mirror, you know,” he smiled thinly at her.
"Well, since you asked..." Gennie replied quite seriously, "Your potential forms are tiger, tigeroid male, humanoid Oriental guy that I'm looking at right now, "Toyger" and something...more...than any of those...as I See it...but as I peel back the layers, the form you're currently wearing is the one you've grown up with and have been most comfortable with..."

"That being said, I find something a little different than the cute Oriental guy standing in front of us...shall I show you?"
“Yes, I was born as human and raised as one in the first two decades of my life, minus a year or two,” he nodded. “Something more?” he then raised a brow. “Any tiger that ever walked on Earth and Heaven, and anything between a tiger and a man, I learned, though I would need serious practicing to be able to reach into that variety -- which I’m lacking yet,” he admitted simply.

“Sure, show what you want,” he nodded, eyes widening but pupils narrowing in his curiousness.

The cute-but-relatively-average Chinese man faded as Gennie wielded her particular strength in metamagic, bringing forth a rather remarkably attractive Chinese fellow of approximately six feet in height, and considerably more athletic build--somewhere between a competitive gymnast and a well conditioned mixed-martial-arts competitor, perhaps just shy of 200 pounds.

But that wasn't the most notisable difference. The mismatched blue-and-green eyes were a bit more rich in colour, less muted like his hair, which now sported notisably richer stripes and streaks of auburn, copper and gold, even faint streaks of silver showing up here and there against a deeper black--as those were natural to a tiger's coat as well. Ovall, his very being was more vibrant, with a subtle aura of power--again, not unlike that of his tiger-shape.

Then Gennie turned him toward the decorative (and occasionally scrying) mirror that hung in the office, "I hate t'say "I told you so..." but you're definitely way prettier than I am. And I think you'll fit in with the Ren Faire crowd just fine...you're looking at the real you...for the first time, perhaps?"
Lao-hu’s eyes widened even more, this time pupils dilating too, as he took in the appearance what Gennie gave him. His mouth slightly agape, the young mage scanned the new height, the new muscles and tested his hair, pulling out tufts of various colors to see them better. He even leaned closer, staring into his own eyes and wondering on their vibrant colors.
“Wow,” he managed to say at last, furrowing his brows at his voice which seemed richer in subtle tones, more resonant than was before. He pulled on the energies he inherited from his ancestor and stared on himself through the mirror, searching for any clues how this new aspect was wrapped around him.
"This is you, Trabeae. Not the mortal, human you...but the Xian part of yourself that has inherited the spark of the divine." Gennie explained somewhat more patiently than she had some other things, "All of your forms are 'you', but this one is the one I sense at the core or centre of your being. You can learn t'shift between this self and your more ordinary everyday self just as you shift between man and tiger and tigeroid."

“So much to learn, so little time,” he sighed overdramatized, but the image what he saw in the mirror truly captured his mind. “I didn’t even practiced the tiger-thing fully yet!”
"You have plenty of time, Trabeae." she reminded him with a smirk. "The Xian in you will give you a longer life than most could dream of, perhaps..."

“Who wants to leave forever?” he shrugged nonchalantly, quoting the famous song from the Highlander movie. He was already a sort of immortal, having skipped almost 30 years from this time, leaving his sister alone for long, lonely nights... before she found a decent man and was freed from the ruling grandfather.

"Don't you mean 'live'?" Gennie asked with an arched brow. "I've a mind t'live a very, very long time...and t'live well, as that will be my revenge."

“Whatever,” he shrugged again, not missing the determination in the woman’s voice, so he left the thought /Leave places, live long, what’s the difference?/ rest calmly in the depth of his mind.
After that, he turned on his heel, looking back at Gennie, shaking his head while he tuned his vision to see her hidden self. “You’re right, I never so myself this way before,” he nodded. “I’m not fully convinced on the topic that no one would be able to look behind, but I’m gonna trust you. I don’t think that I was sent here without reason and you already showed a lot to me, why doubt on this much, then?” he asked rhetorically.

“So I won’t argue over that with you, but as you pulled this out,” he waved over himself, “since I wasn’t able to see it on myself, perhaps you should accept when others say that you’re a good-looking witch,” he said, showing some teeth smiling lopsidedly. 
"Because I know what I see in the mirror and what I see in the minds of others." Gennie shrugged, "I have no delusions about what is reflected there. What is...is...and I am what I am. Great beauty and great power are two things I have never had nor aspired to, and I am content with what I do have. I believe it was the Tao that says those who know they have enough are truly rich...and I like to think that I know what I have and that it is enough. Besides, why should I waste time and effort on something I already know I can not have?"
“From where I knew that you’ll say something like that?!” he grumbled under his nose and waved the problem off at the same time. “I see what I see, and think what I think, but I’ll keep that for myself, now. Besides, what would you throw to my head if I’d say that I have enough and don’t want to fight for more?” he asked, shrugging along. 
“Nevermind. Pointless conversation, as I sense. Let’s do something useful, shall we?” he glanced back at Gennie. “Something else I have to know about this Fair or an other item from the table?”
"Yes, shall we?" Gennie replied, a bit of tension easing from her posture as she turned back to the table and selected a small silver hand mirror--of some antique design, perhaps the Art Noveau from the late 19th century in Europe?

"Another metal, silver in this case." Gennie replied as she handed the mirror to Lao-hu, "What can you tell me of this, Trabeae?"
“Name’s Lao-hu, Striped or Zhàn,” he growled quietly as he took the mirror, “but I can call you Hú as well,” he shrugged flashing a brief grin. 
"That's what I said, Leo-who." Gennie retorted, steely eyes sparking. "Though Biao will suit you better...and it's easier t'say...for me, anyway. And from the Chinese, my name would most closely be "Hu Jiao-bo or Hu Jiao-lang", thank-yew..."

“You’re welcome,” he bowed mockingly, though his smile softened the gesture. “You could go with Hu Li Jing as well, but I will let you choose how you like to be called,” he added with a wry smile, putting emphasis on the pronouns.

Gennie gave Lao-hu one of those 'looks' over top of her glasses, "Why thank you, Biao..."

He then tuned her out from his thoughts as he focused on the silver item in his hand. The young sniffed at it, analyzing its materials both with his scent and his magnetic senses. It looked almost as if he stroked the mirror with his nose he lifted it so close during the examination. 

Lao-hu then opened his eyes to the items magical conditions how Gennie showed to him earlier, looking for the pattern what might give clues about its properties if it turned out magical - what was likely, given the place and the information gotten earlier.

It smelled of magic, though the exact type was unfamiliar--if he looked at it closely, he might See a bit of specialised enchantment, woven into both the metal and the glass, though he wasn't certain of the exact kind. He could smell the flowers worked into the silver, a pleasant spring garden sort of thing...

He could sense there was a kind of metal fatigue at certain points, weakness in the soldering and fastenings, that he could likely fix...
“Well, its something from a source what I didn’t meet before, as my nose couldn’t identify the magic’s type in it. Its not too old, maybe a generations back and that’s showing on its material,” he explained his findings. “The latter, that I can fix; the others, those will remain to you.”
“Lets see,” he mumbled and ran his finger over the back of the mirror, all along the silvery parts, gently caressing its frame as well. Striped focused his magical will into his fingertips, into his claws while he poked and tested the metal where his senses lead him. The metal followed his will, bending, recuperating and coming into shape... which was slightly different from the original, the silver clearing up to shine perfectly and the flowers morphing into more rose-like things, what would fit perfectly into a spring garden.
When he finished his work, Lao-hu found himself looking at a pair of silver roses, with little, mirror-bits reshaped into enlays along the leaves. He'd turned an old, Art Nouveau mirror into something quite lovely, a pair of sculpted roses that were quite realistic in their execution.

[Very nice...] Olympia remarked to Lao-hu, [What is it? Possibly that you find my foster-daughter intriguing? Interesting? In spite of what she feels and says of herself?]
“By the tiger’s tail...” Lao-hu swore quietly as he stared at the pair of roses what he kept in his hands. That wasn’t what he intended to do with the mirror and judging from the look he had on his face clearly he had no idea how it turned out.
"Wow..." Gennie remarked, a subtle smile on her face, "When you do good work, you do good work, Biao. Quite the artisan within, have you, eh?"

“That usually runs through my pen and typewriter, not this way,” he danced off verbally, not accepting the compliment totally since he didn’t know how he did it. “I’m sorry for destroying your mirror,” he sighed, “I hope it wasn’t one what someone left here to recharge as it was; but I’m glad that you like it nonetheless.”
To the goddess’ comment he raised his eyes and stared at her. |She is interesting indeed. And how she talks about and sees herself just makes me more tempted to shake her up a bit. Snapping her own words back to her face, you know? I see that I’m kicking at a rock, a big one, but why not? It makes the day good and funny, I’m stubborn and who knows, maybe I’ll eventually kick down enough stone to get a nice statue...|
[Let me tell you a little something if you're t'deal with Gennie, Kitten. Snapping at her will only drive her further within herself. It's taken Wan-hu and I decades to bring her to have what confidence she does have. Kindly don't undo all our hard hard work...] Olympia advised him, [You'll best emulate water...flowing softly and gently, soothing and delicately eroding away at the surface, past her fears and the deep scars her birth-mother willingly and deliberately inflicted upon her....this is why I say do not snap at her, for there is still the memories of the cruel words that woman flung at her, though they are decades gone, the emotional wounds are still barely healed, Kitten.]

[You do not further beat someone who has been beaten down most of her life...you'd be surprised how far a little kindness can go with someone like Gennie...not obvious, ostentatious shows of such, but little, unexpected ways.] the elder goddess continued, [When I first met her, Gennie was a badly injured child, who turned up in my parlour on Olympus...and I'll never forget her defiant, burning gaze, daring me to smite her...because as she said to me at the time, anything I would do to her couldn't be any worse than where she'd come from...I'll not betray her confidence in me, but I'm not above giving a little advice from time to time...and for now, I'll tell you that she loves roses, as if it's not already obvious.]
|You got me wrong; perhaps my choice of words weren’t the best, Milady,| Striped replied to Olympia. |I do not intend to hurt her in any ways - and I seriously doubt that I could ever, in any way - but I am what I am, just like her. Kind words and water are not my elements; the truth more is, harsh or not. I keep myself a honest person, trying to help out where I can, but I don’t go well with softness, only at rare times I manage to understand why the soothing is better than facing the real problem,| he explained himself to her simply. 

[I have learned that a kind truth is handled better at times, and sometimes, a little soothing for one who is wounded can help them with the truth. Though the kind truths are something Gennie is still learning to give others.] Olympia replied with a mental smile. [And with Gennie, that soothing can help her become calmer and better focused for the task of facing a real problem. It's something to consider, anyway.]

|I understand, thank you. Although I was the makeshift psychiatrist of some classmate on the University, I don’t think that I’d be that good in it how they said - when they weren’t sulking in the corner when I said something straight into their faces, that is...|
He was used to this explanation, usually he did it to every new person he met and there was the possibility of further meetings, to clarify that he isn’t rude or blind, just handles personal things differently. |My way of kindness is how I look and touch occasionally, comforting, showing my presence and support, not how I answer to a simple question which can’t be interpreted on other ways. At least if I can’t see other solutions,| he added. 
[A subscriber to the 'hugs are good' theory, eh?] Olympia inquired, one brow elevating slightly.

|Indeed!| he agreed without hesitation, smiling brightly. |Not only hugs but gentle rubs on the back, or light touches on the shoulder or knee if sitting next to each other. Cats and snuggling goes along, I guess,| he shrugged shyly.
[That's much more promising.] Olympia observed, [And perhaps a good thing that Gennie is an ailurophile.]

|I know, she already told me that.| The young mage almost asked why everyone liked the cats better than human, especially him, but then thought better, that question wouldn’t get him other than similar smart comment, he guessed.
|I can and I will try to hold back, but I can’t promise, that won’t be righteous to do,| Lao-hu smiled faintly at the greater goddess. Every word of him was true, and he meant them, just the way how he liked Gennie’s real shape, streaks in her hair, mystic scars and perhaps the lack of sarcasm in a way. She stirred his protective instincts as a friend, though not deeply enough to admit it yet. |I know about the roses, we discussed the different taste for flowers already at the afternoon,| he smiled.
[An effort is all I can ask of anyone.] Olympia agreed with a subtle nod. [And then you've learned something about her. Maybe one thing, but it's a start...]
|Yeah, and for one afternoon and night of learning not a bad one, I think...| he agreed, turning his attention back to Gennie, who responded to his earlier apologizing.
"Actually, it's one of mine." Gennie replied with a wry smile in return, "That's why I'm not minding that it looks like roses now. It *was* a scrying mirror, but it never worked very well."
“Good,” he sighed relieved and looked down at the roses which still smelled with magic and made his fingertips tingle. “I mean, that you don’t mind and that it wasn’t a stuff given in by a customer, not that I messed up the original,” he added, then offered the silver roses to her, the mirror’s shards sparkling as the sunlight what filtered into the shop moved on them.
“I think they’re still magic, maybe you could figure out what remained from the original enchantment or what it was turned into?” the young tiger asked. “I feel their connection, through the metal and glass, since the mirror was one with silver on its back, too.”

Gennie took the roses, studying them for a moment, "Perhaps they're a better object d'arte than magical tool? I think I like them better this way...and I'll research the enchantment later. For now, they'll make a pretty addition t'the desk..."

The mystic moved over to the large rolltop desk and put the silver roses in a decorative glass cup for the time being, "There...that'll do for now..."

When she looked out the tinted window that allowed a discrete view of the street, her pleasant expression disappeared like the sun behind a storm cloud. One of the last person she wanted to be dealing with had decided to darken her doorstep and wreck a perfectly good day...

Her sudden silence and stance didn’t go unnoticed so Lao-hu turned to see what happened. When he saw the direction of her stare and that she’s scowling, he edged closer, trying to get a look, too. “Who’s that?” he asked quietly, sparing a glance at Olympia.
The woman was tall...taller Gennie by almost a head, standing over 6'4"--and possessed of deep violet hair and chilly lavender eyes, pointed ears and an ageless, almost inhuman beauty. She was impeccably dressed in a pearl grey dress with heeled boots and a matching briefcase and jacket. She carried herself as though royalty--which she was, in reality.

"Her Royal Highness, The Duchess of Cornwall." Gennie replied quietly, in a flat voice, "A.k.a. Faye Morgan-Braddock, paternal grandmother of my cousins Elisabeth and Jayme. And also The Lady of the Lake."

“The one with the sword?!” widened Lao-hu’s eyes in awe. “Excalibur?” Even though his specialty was his homeland’s archaeology, this wasn’t an unknown story for him. More a legend than anything else, learned and heard many versions during the university years, he always wanted to get a look at that sword since his heritage manifested, since that made him sure that it was, it had to be real.

"My cousin, Elisabeth, has the sword, since it chose her over her twin brother." Gennie shrugged slightly, it was simply a fact of life in her family. "Like many things with my extended family...it's...complicated."

“Cool,” he beamed. “The sword, not the family. I understand that, I think mine isn’t a simple one either,” he nodded sympathetically. He mused for a moment to ask for a meeting with the carrier of the sword, but then he decided not to. That could wait until more time passes and they get acquainted more; it was already a strange thing for him that he met with Hera and the other divine around.

The chimes on the door jingled and Gennie heard Pat greeting Faye with her usual perky irreverence, until the conversation went telepathic--and was beyond Gennie's ability to 'eavesdrop' on, as Faye was a stronger telepath than she or Pat, nevermind a very powerful Adept.
In the meantime, Gennie pulled out another item to study and distract herself with...
She had a silver necklace in hand, with a round-shaped silver pendant, approximately an inch in diameter. It didn’t look antique but rather new, but it showed the signs of occasional use, probably had wear it for a year or two before it landed here in the shop. The chain was shiny, formed by strange-shaped chain-links each of which had one more hole in it than the needed two to be linked.
The pendant looked more battered, dulled in shine, and it had a unicorn head on it, looking to the left, and four small blue gems surrounding it on the circle what held the head. Lao-hu knew that the unicorns were powerful symbols for healing and strength in the Western culture, and that gave a start to place the item both on the map and in magical abilities.
He sniffed into the air, mouth slightly open for maximum efficiency and stared at the jewel, trying to call forth the Sight how the mystic showed him earlier...

This one smelled of feywine and snow, distant mountains and cold, crisp clean air. And since he had some familiarity with healing magics, he knew this one to be a medallion that would afford the wearer good health as well as resistance to injury, illness and toxins. But how it'd wound up here was a mystery for another day, it seemed. It was 'new' enough to not have any real impressions of the past or its previous user imprinted upon it.
Striped pointed at the pendant with his finger, indicating that he is talking about that as he shared the information what he got with Gennie. “I think its faerie work, or at least they had their hands in the creation and I sense high mountains, snow and clean air around, too. Maybe the fae lived there or had a connection to such places. It gives some sort of protection against injuries and helps remaining healthy, judging from the magic’s weave around it. Do you know where it came from?”
"I'm told this one may come from Aelfheim--the Asgardian realm of the elven peoples--or at least be a tradegood that was commissioned therein for export, or as a gift, perhaps." Gennie replied, confirming some of his suspicions, "It is as you say, a medallion of healing."
“Aelfheim?” he mused, scratching his chin. “Yes, that can be an explanation for the cold and the snow’s smell... fey magic mixed with the Asgardian snow,” he nodded then. “It can worth a fortune... isn’t it?”
"Depends on who's buying. I'm going t'clean it up and offer it for sale." Gennie replied with a shrug, "We'll see what it brings."

“I’d like to visit that realm once, given the chance,” he added, along with a soft sigh, turning his eyes down at the table, onto the remaining pile of item.
"That's a possibility." Gennie replied as she sensed a tendril of magical energy probing about her, instinctively reflecting it back at its source..which elicited an audible gasp from the Duchess of Cornwall out in the main area of the shop. "I guess we're going t'be having company in a tic here...you want t'pick something t'review?"
“Do you think I better keep myself occupied when one enters?” he tilted his head, furrowing his brows as he glanced back at Gennie. Striped sent part of his awareness back to the front room to Touba, asking her for information about the happenings, but unfortunately for him she wasn’t too cooperative, still being under the effects of the catnip. 

Lao-hu sighed, shook his head with a soft smile as he sent a mental stroke along their connection, then reached out and picked up another jewel from the pile. It was another symbol attached to healing, a caduceus, with tiny emeralds as the eyes of the snakes and spheres at the top and bottom of the central rod. The main wings, the body of the snakes and the rod was made from white gold. The unusual thing was, that the head of the snakes was higher than the wings, they intertwined those, too while the more common version had the wings higher than the snakes.
The young mage focused his talent on the item, looking into its secrets but only half-heartedly, since his ears were tuned on the door while he waited for the foretold visitor...
There was more to the symbol adorning the new medallion than met the eye--while used as a modern icon of the healing professions, it was also the emblem of the Olympian deity, Hermes -- also known as Mercury in the Roman lexicon-- and it represented communication in that regard, as Hermes was Zeus's messenger, the caduceus his badge of office, and later holy emblem used by his worshipers in the ancient and modern worlds.

Initially, Lao-hu found himself misinterpreting the use of the medallion: It wasn't associated with healing, but rather clarity of communication, use of language and the like--perhaps making one a somewhat more eloquent orator, and enabling one to communicate and understand languages that the wearer wasn't already familiar with.

Perhaps it was a sort of magical "universal translator" of sorts?

He slumped in his chair when the knowledge poured into him and silently cursed himself for thinking so straight, so Westerner, instead of looking at it with curiousness and only questions in his head, to get the real answers. That he wasn’t an expert in this culture wasn’t really an excuse, it’s the way what was wrong what he began now, he thought. And in front of a Greek goddess, their queen, he sighed...
Now he remembered the original healing symbol, the rod of Asclepius, without the wings and with only one snake.
[It's OK, Biao.] Gennie replied, absentmindedly reassuring the young man, [Pia's not going t'be cross with you, nor shall I. It's actually fairly rare for someone--even among the Neo-Pagan community--t'know the subtleties and differences.]

“Yeah, sure,” he waved after another sigh. “But I’m not like someone; I have paper to testify that I learned about stuff like this, even if I haven’t spent as much attention to the European things as I did to the Eastern ones,” he complained, though not too spiritedly.

But his thoughts were interrupted when the statuesque Otherworldly lady strolled into the office, her cool lavender eyes falling first on Olympia, to whom she nodded fairly respectfully, then to Lao-hu himself...whom she gave a cursory review, and finally to Gennie, who was cheerfully ignoring her, in favour of cleaning the unicorn medallion and studying it with a jeweler's loupe (lens), actively searching the maker's mark to better evaluate the potential income it could generate.
The young Chinese became painfully aware of the silence after a few moments and that he still wore the idealized appearance what Gennie pulled from his subconscious core, and which he wasn’t comfortable yet. He nodded politely to the arrived woman if a bit perky, thinking that he’ll be polite even if she didn’t spend much attention to him; and studied her cautiously over the pendant he held in hand.
Gennie found the maker's mark she sought and doodled it on a post-it note with a mechanical pencil that 'popped' into her hand upon need, whilst Olympia took care of the social nicities. Her iPad appeared with a snap of her fingers, and she began referencing an ebook for further information, though she had a pretty good idear who'd made it...

"Well...I hadn't heard you were in town, Faye." Olympia greeted the Otherworldly sorceress, moving some things off a spare chair in the office for the other woman to have a seat. "I *told* you to ring me, and that I'd treat you to the Russian Tea Room..."

"Thank you, Olympia. I do recall, and I'll hold you to that." Faye replied in a decidedly upper class, well educated British accent as she perched on the edge of the chair like a queen sitting lightly upon her throne, "I just arrived in town and it seems I was right--I'd find you relaxing in Little Avalon. How's the practice faring?"

"It's proven to be quite rewarding and challenging." Olympia replied, a wry smile on her lips, "I find a great deal of satisfaction in assisting others face life's ups and downs with dignity and confidence, accepting responsibility for what they can change, understanding and forgiving themselves--and occasionally others--for what they can't..."

"How about you, Faye? Have you come down from your ivory tower out of concern for some of rest of us?" the Olympian inquired innocently, though there was an edge of subtle sarcasm that couldn't be missed.

Faye's face remained inscruitable, though feyfire glowed in her lavender eyes, "It concerns me that Lady Anais is absent, with no designated deputy to stand in her stead, since Lady Topaz apparently accompanied her and the good doctor..elsewhen..to attend to matters of grave importance..."

Gennie listened to the two banter about, and had a sinking feeling that Faye might take it upon herself to try and manage Little Avalon..and her semi-anachronistic, aristocratic ways simply weren't going to work around the Big Apple...

"...so Anais's outta town. So's Topaz. No big deal. Pat and I'll take care of things--like we always do-- so you needn't examine your lingerie for aberrations in the stitchery." Gennie interjected, not looking up from her iPad and research, "IF I run in t'any problems, I'll just turn the tiggers loose on the problems and voila! No more problems."

"Besides, I don't go from zero t'bitch for no reason, I live around alla this iron and steel all the time...and my kinda magic works better here than yours, so no worries." the citywitch added as she finally looked up at Faye with a nonchalant shrug, "Now, why don't you let Pia take you out t'lunch before you take on your business? I find New York's much more enjoyable after hitting Dion's or Chen's Wok n' Roll Cafe...and heaven help you if you miss out on one of those absolutely fabulous chili cheese dogs..you know which ones t'get, Pia..."

[Pia, wanna do me a favour and get her outta here? I'm not in the mood t'deal with the 'usual drama' that accompanies Her Whyness's visits.] Gennie requested of her foster-mum on a private telepathic link. [I need...t'chat...with Pat and "Grannie"...]

[Understandable, dear.] the Olympian goddess-turned-therapist replied sympathetically. [I think I know just the thing to keep her out of the way...]

"Why, I most certainly do!" Olympia replied with a grin, "They *are* quite good, Faye...really don't know what you've been missing around here...in fact...I think I've still got those vouchers for The Oasis, come to think of it. You'll love it, I promise, Faye... I'll drop back by for my sister's gift basket this evening. Ta-ta, my dear."

And before Faye could protest, Olympia patted her shoulder and they vanished into thin air...however, Gennie's rather dour expression didn't bode well for someone... The citywitch carefully set the unicorn medallion aside and stalked out of the office, in search of Wan-hu and Patricia Walker-McCoy...
The tigeroid mage put the caduceus aside, next to the other already identified ones as he stood, looking around the now empty room with a somewhat blank expression. “Great,” he commented aloud. “Everyone’s left... now what do I do?” he asked rhetorically into the air, stepping closer to the rest of the items what patiently awaited appraisal and dweomer-categorization.

There were a few rings from various metals and even a wooden one; a worn, wide leather belt with a steel eagle for buckle; a soft, velvet shawl, colored to shades of green; and there was a glove at last, too. That caught his attention since it was a very new, biker-style one, the one without the fingers. The part over the knobs was padded, covered with once shiny, now a bit dulled studs and the back of the hand could handle some strain, too. Clearly, it was a device for not only light sports, but fight as well.
Striped picked it up and padded back to his seat just to come halt before it as he changed his mind. Being a cat, he mostly hated to be alone; even when he needed place and time, he was glad if someone was within reach would his mood change to better. Touba was outside in the front office, resting and relaxing with Stormy on the climbing tree and probably still full with catnip so he decided that she be better left there else he might have problems with the herb by himself, too. That was a contagious one against felines, for sure, he smiled happily.
That left either remaining alone or calling up one of his steeds, like he did at the morning when he brought his clothes. Runner wouldn’t mind being called twice, he decided, and so he chanted the short verse what he used to reach out to the White Tiger’s forest for them, then settled on the chair, measuring the glove while he waited.

XXV.

Wan-hu was found in a nice quiet part of the shop, finishing up a rather complicated glyph. To an experienced mage-eye it was a master-control glyph designed to take back control of glyphs copied by another mage. Once she put the finishing touch on it, she activated it and placed it in one of her pockets. She then looked up and saw Gennie enter the room. "Ok before you start in on me, you had to know she was going to show up sooner or later today, and I had nothing to do with that. Though I must say that's the calmest I've ever seen you deal with her."
"I never said you had anything t'do with it, "Grannie"...wasn't even going t'suggest that you had." Gennie replied, the same eerie calm tone, the Damascus-like watermark in her steel grey eyes shifting more notisably now, "Thankfully Pia understood that I wasn't in the mood for Her Whyness's bullshite t'day. I know she's my cousins' paternal grandmum, and she's the overall head of the Order of the Ladies of the Lake...of which I'm a member...however...I'm not going t'give her the satisfaction of goading a response out of me. Won't work. Not going t'play her games. Not anymore."

Gennie pulled herself upon the window ledge, looking out over one of the back alleys, "If I'm stuck being the High Lady of this region, then I'm going t'do it *my* way. Faye can just....go get shagged...it'd probably help calm her cattitude...Blessed Lady of Blades, gimme a break....I have t'deal with *her*, and with Emma "Ice Queen" Frost and all the resta the crap that goes with Pat's partnership between the Xavier Institute and now I gotta deal with the Hellfire Club connections--atop all of that?!"

She looked at her 'kitteh-godsmother' and shook her mono-chromatic hair out of her face again, "So....fuck it....the world can stop expecting the eccentric professor with Aspberger's t'dance t'their tune. They're going t'get t'deal with her as-is-no-warranty-batteries-not-included! And if they can't deal with the reality cheque that comes along with it! Screw 'em!"

Wan-hu just smiled at her 'kitteh-godschild', "Nice to see you actually grabbing the ring being handed to you on your terms." she tells Gennie. "I know you're going to butt heads with folks, but you'll have Pat helping smooth things out, and maybe giving you a few pointers... Lord knows you take ofter me sometimes in being painfully blunt." she says laughing. "And yes you're going to have to rely more on Pat then me on things right now... I don't mind giving you advice, but that's about all I'm going to be able to do. I've got my own path to follow, and now that I got promoted, and know why, I'm expected by you know who to get serious about it... At least for a little while."

"Does this mean you're finally going t'enroll in university and get ed-ju-mah-kat-ed?" Gennie teased Wan-hu, "And I'm going t'let Pat handle the PR stuff. I'm the one who'll back up that, and if it involves ruffled feathers, the owners of the feathers will just have t'deal with it...since this's New York, they oughta be used t'dealing with it already..."
"Yeah, this means I'm going to enroll into a college, or university." Wan-hu replies. "The path I want to follow dictates that I know more about science and technology. Else the path will forever be closed to me." she continues.

"I can point you t'the right people at Columbia or Empire State." Gennie offered, "At least it's summer term, and I don't usually teach then, so I've got the time t'deal with Little Avalon. I just hope Anais isn't going t'be 'out of town' too long..."

"I'd appreciate the pointers as I'm really not looking forward to this." Wan-hu admits. "Nobody wants to be the OFOC, and I think I'm over qualified to be that." she says, laughing slightly. "I haven't gone to school since... well truthfully I don't think I've every actually gone to school. I have taken the GED test so I could at least get jobs, but this is definitely new territory for me."

"You're not as old a fossil as Gracie and you know it, Wan-who." Gennie teased Wan-hu, "And there might be a few older..."

Wan-hu just chuckled and let Gennie get back to Lao-hu...

"I've gotta get back t'keeping Biao outta trouble. He's as curious as his companion form's felinity would incline him t'being..." Gennie concluded as she gave Wan-hu a quick hug.
Wan-hu hugs Gennie back, "So should I let you deal with 'Mr needs an Adept' by yourself, or do you still want me to back you up there?"

"Yeah...You ought t'know first hand how curious they can be..." Gennie smirked, "Besides, someone needs t'ride herd on the interns and run the register. We've got the big Pride Fest coming up, and Ren Faire starting, so we're going t'be getting more traffic..."

"I know how curious they can be.." Wan-hu replies. "But I think having you handle Mr Adept only by yourself will be good for both of you. Plus I'd just be a thought away. I need to prepare myself for both Pride Fest and the Ren Faire. As you know I am a proud member of both PFLAG and GLADD, being a Lesbian myself. Now run off and join Lao before his curiosity get's the best of him." she says shoeing Gennie off.

XXVI.

Gennie headed back into the office behind the front counters, relieved to see that Touba and Stormy were still contentedly curled up on the cat tree's upper tier--they'd apparently been joined by Juju--the 'runt' of the Spawn, and odd kitten out as they numbered a baker's dozen.

"Find something else of use in that pile of junk?" Gennie asked when she saw him tinkering with some sort of modern cestus. "And I'd think there should be a mate t'that..."

Striped’s head snapped up as he was startled by the mystic’s fast return, his face was almost guilty as if caught on something when he stared at her for a moment. He then glanced at the desk, then back at Gennie, shrugging innocently. “Yes, I found this glove interesting and poked it a little to cajole it to reveal its enhancements,” he replied casually, trying to hide the thought of that he almost probed the glove on...
The felinoid mage looked down at the item, breathing deep in and then out while he focused his supernatural abilities on it, gathering bits of info about the metal of the studs, the magic within and the overall structure of the dweomer on the way how Gennie instructed him.
The smell of sweat and leather, even traces of blood, seemed to hint that this had been used in actual combat. The studs weren't perfectly pristine, some showing signs of wear and damage from use against various surfaces--perhaps some less yielding than flesh?

He saw an activation trigger--that would, with sufficient impact upon a surface, trigger an additional shockwave of force that could likely break stones, brick or 'dent' concrete and steel plating. The cestus was also designed to protect the wearer's hand, wrist and arm from collateral damage involved in such use...but the type of leather was confusing. It didn't smell like the typical cow or deer hide...

"mmmhmmmm...." Gennie murmured, poking about for the mate to the cestus and not finding anything, "Michael Jackson as a brawler. Never saw that coming."
“One wouldn’t think that he’ll be white either,” he shrugged hearing the comment and scowled at the gauntlet. He pulled it closer to his nose as he sniffed at it multiple times again, tasting its smell, musing over the small nuances what stood out as difference from the usual leathers. 
"Yep. He's gone from really normal Black kid, to...I don't know what. And trust me, I've been t'an appearance he made here in NYC, and invoked my Othersight. No magic involved that *I* can See. Could be he's like some of my interns and Pat's husband and other friends--a mutant." Gennie shrugged, "Personally, I think he should see a reputable mage t'change his look. Much safer than having it done via cosmetic surgery...especially that nose!"

“True,” nodded Striped in agreement. “Magic’s much safer - in adequately experienced hands, that is. Though the cosmetic magic isn’t in the traditional repertoire in China; that is much more the Westerner stuff, or Japanese...” he added. “His music is acceptable, but his look...”
“The creator had a taste, too, since the material of it isn’t common either,” he said, while lowering the cestus to his knee where he focused his Tigersight on it, trying to spot the original animal behind the now processed leather, or at least a hint to it.
The smells were still unfamiliar, but Gennie seemed to have an answer for him as she perched on the desk and pulled up one of her booted feet for him to see, pointing to a very similar leather—though her boots were black and the cestus brown, "...ever seen dragonhide, Biao?"

“Dragon?” he asked back, staring at the boot with narrowed eyes and taking a sniff nonchalantly. “Nah, in China? In every temple, on every higher mountain, in every relatively bigger pond and richer forest... dragons are everywhere. They are pests, like rats, in need to be hunted down and eaten,” he said casually, licking his lips absentmindedly.

Accompanied by a soft rippling noise, a small rift opened near to the occupied mage from where warm, moist air waved into the room, carrying the scent of a huge, humanless forest’s flora and fauna. A few moments later the big, blue tiger sneaked through the dimensional gate which closed behind him. The large, odd-colored feline’s stare swept over the room, carefully noting every person and place to hide or ambush, before he padded to his master and headbutted his shoulder, making him drop the analyzed item.
Striped’s face lit up at the greeting and knocked his forehead to the tiger’s, scratching his thick neck before he lifted the cestus back. ~Heya friend,~ he greeted Runner in Mandarin, then glanced at Gennie. “Hope you don’t mind, I haven’t expected you back this soon and I hate being alone...”

"Nah...I don't mind kittehs and Oriental dragons. It's the Occidental ones that one has t'watch out for. Where d'you think my boots and trench coat came from?" Gennie reached over and scratched the big cat's ears gently. She didn't fear most magical creatures, though she knew which ones to be cautious around, her Mandarin carrying her odd accent over, ~Heya, Fuzzy One. Welcome back.~
~Greetings, lady~ rumbled the deep voice of the tiger, seemingly coming from him but surely carried by some magic since that mouth wasn’t capable of speaking in normal means. He sat down next to the chair and so became as high as his master, sitting on it, as he looked at Lao-hu with his steel-blue eyes. ~Why have you called this time? Are we going to ride?~ he asked, hope resonating in his voice.
~No, I have work to do,~ shook the mage his head, placing his free hand on the tiger’s shoulder, sinking it into his rich, soft fur. ~But I wanted company,~ he admitted smiling faintly along with a shy shrug. To that, the tiger sighed, licked his face and then lied on the floor; placing his wide head on his saucer-sized paws. 

Lao-hu placed his feet closer, to touch his steed, both feeling its and letting known his own presence, then looked back at the witch. “The cestus has ‘shocking’ qualities, I think. That means it can generate force-bursts on fairly successful blows or by some activation mechanism, multiplying the actual strength of the hit. It can blow off good chunks of stone, concrete or whatever it hits, I think,” he reported his findings.
"Good reading." Gennie replied as she smoothed the tiger's head gently, her way of letting him know he was welcome to 'hang out' in the office with them. "Does the dweomer seem weak? I'm not sure if that was among the 'junk' from the flea market, or not. I certainly don't recognise it--and it's not logged in the system as a repair or recharge."
Striped checked the item sniffing at it again, measuring its energy levels and then nodded. “Yes, I would say so that I have seen lighters that had more energy than this has now. Strange that it isn’t on the list, someone smuggled it into the sack or what?”
"Dunno, but it's here, and before we're going t'charge it or do anything with it, I'm going t'see if any of the interns remembers picking it up at one of the fleamarket and estate sales Anais' challenged them t'scout for things they thought might be mystical."

“I see,” he nodded and put the item onto the identified pile, but to a small distance to the others. “Hopefully someone will remember, then.”

"Yep. We'll see." Gennie replied as she telepathically queried the interns. There were some things that were best done at the speed of thought...and once she determined that none of them had actually obtained the cestus, the mystic set it aside, "I'll have t'take this over t'Dion's at lunch and ask him t'take a look at it. Might've come from the lost-and-found bin at the pub...that's the most likely source..."

Runner let out a huff and fell onto his side, hind legs stretched out, forelegs remaining under his head, very catlike. His eyes closed slowly as he drifted off to light sleep. Lao-hu eyed him jealously, but then just smiled at his friend’s behavior.
Gennie just rolled her eyes at the blue tigger and smiled, "Cats will be cats...no matter how many feet they walk upon."

“Is that an implication?” he raised a brow at the comment. Not that it wasn’t true, even he admitted it that he behaved like an average cat sometimes, long before he knew the why, but he liked to mess with people a little. 
"Maybe so, maybe no..." Gennie shrugged, "It is merely a fact...and an observation that comes with experience."

“What else we have yet?” asked Lao-hu, but he remained seated and not really looked like one who’d like to move much.

"There's a boxed item in there...should probably be a ring or earrings, if I'm not missing the mark. See what you can discern about it, eh?" Gennie asked her new apprentice.
“Sure,” he nodded and then narrowed his eyes as he stared at the indicated box, poking its inside with his metallokinetic ability. That revealed for him that the small storage was for a pair of earrings, made from platinum and some sort of gem, what he couldn’t identify without opening the casket since it haven’t got any metal in it. That left a very narrow range to choose from, most likely diamond - which was pure carbon. 

The earrings were the hanging styled ones, with multiple branches and slots for the gems. Their metal radiated an old, well-worn feeling, in spite of their material and possible high price so they surely came from a noble (or very rich) family. Lao-hu then focused his eyes on its magic, staring through the fabric, onto the jewels to figure out what enchantment they could hold.
At first, Lao-hu couldn't really sense anything on the surface...it was as though the metal itself wasn't enchanted. Perfectly ordinary platinum... But as he studied them with his Othersight, he notised something peculiar about the energies of the stones. Those didn't seem to be ordinary diamonds.
The young mage sighed and fiddled closer to the desk, reaching out as far as he could without standing and stepping closer, to let his steed nap undisturbed at his feet. After a few moments’ straining he grabbed the tiny casket and lumped back into his chair. He eyed the item for another moment but then had to open it to see what hides inside. 
The room’s light sparkled on the diamonds and the platinum, revealing the simple texture what still resulted a very precious piece of jewelry. Though he grew more curious, he resisted the temptation to touch them, instead he focused more onto the stones, trying to poke behind the secretive feeling of their energies.

He felt some sort of connection to the past within those stones...the energies were strongly feminine and multi-layered...as though imprinted by different women of the same family line, over a long period of time...but there was also a feeling of abrupt change at certain points...
“Strange,” Striped muttered under his nose, not noticing Gennie’s shuffling through stuff on the office drawers and desk while he stared on the earrings. This item wasn’t as straight and easy as the earlier ones and that warned him to be a bit more cautious -- but whipped his curiousness with an equal amount so the two feelings balanced themselves out. Or maybe not.
He changed his focus from the general wave of magic to the breaks on the line, trying to figure out what caused the changes; marriages, births or deaths, or some force from outside the family? It couldn’t be theft, the earrings told about one line of legacy, all the way down to the... hm, he mused, lets begin there, identify the start and then jump over the outstanding shifts to see what happened.
From what he could see, the abrupt shifts appeared when one wearer had died, and the jewels had passed on to the next generation...but why were the shifts so abrupt and jarring? Some seeming very sudden, and some rather short, intense spans of use, and then...the carpet was yanked out from under his perception of the impressions.

Ties to important events like weddings, high society social gatherings, christenings and even a few funerals seemed to stand out to him...rather odd, over all...

Lao-hu huffed in frustration as he couldn’t step further on the way to reveal the earrings’ secret. Every way he tried he ran into another wall, all of them had windows to show a slice of the history of the item but never the whole story - and that pissed him off. It was like a hunt where the prey continually evaded the hunter, making him angrier... and hungrier. “These jewels are secretive and strange... maybe they want a tender, womanly touch,” he thumbed at them growling before he even looked up.
Now, that his concentration ceased he heard Gennie’s moving things around and so he scowled and stared at her. “What are you looking for?” he asked after several moments of waiting and counting down from ten. His steed’s presence helped a great deal to remain calm, and that he wasn’t at home, roaming in the Forest. 
"Looking for some registration forms for a local festival and for Ren Faire." she replied, finally settling down as a faint grimace marred her face...followed by a sigh of relief. "Seem's Wan-who was able t'locate them with her magic. But, now I've t'transfer the registration fees via our billpay."

“I see,” he nodded at the information. “Ren Faire?” he asked then, furrowing his brows. “Isn’t that where you want me to help out? When will it take place? And where? I better check my calendar... Shouldn’t I pay for it, too?”

"What I'm paying is the booth registration fee--the 'rent' on the space that Pat and Cass will be selling some of our more mundane trinkets and readings from." Gennie winked at him, "We do this part for fun...and an excuse t'dress up in semi-historical attire...and make a good profit at the same time...and you're going t'be working right along with the rest of us, so you won't need t'pay the entrance fee that the patrons and all do. You'll be earning money, silly Biao..."

“Earning money? No way will I accept any payment for learning,” he protested shaking his head. “You haven’t answered enquiry about the date, though,” he added.
"We'll see." Gennie shrugged. The interns were paid to suppliment their small stipends from Xavier's...as some of those kids had less than nothing and no family to fall back on. It was something she, Pat and Anais had agreed upon.

"Ren Faire'll be coming up in about two weeks--on the weekends. We head up Friday and come back on Monday. We're busy as hell on Saturday and Sunday, when Ren Faire goes on." she added.

“That weekend is free, as long I can remember,” he scratched his chin and behind his left ear as he recalled his own program and the plans his publisher always came up even if he never went to any audition or interview she arranged. Only by mail or phone, never on person, since the young Chinese wanted to keep this side of his life very private and guarded.
"You'll need about 6-8 free weekends." Gennie reminded him, as the Ren Faire spanned over the summer. "Think of it as a sort of learning vacation..."

"What's bugging you, Biao? You were muttering something a bit ago..." Gennie inquired, referencing his mutterings while he'd been studying the earrings. "Your stomach's growling, too..."

“These jewels are bugging me, actually,” he pointed on the velvet casket again. “I can’t figure out its dweomer, only that the earrings were inherited within the family since centuries, but many of the women who wore them had an untimely end, but I can’t see why. The answer is eluding my pokes and pounces... Quite annoying,” he said sullenly.

"Figures...does anything feel 'wrong' about what you've sensed?" Gennie asked, a brow quirking upward as she quizzed him on it.

“Wrong? Don’t think so,” he shrugged. “But you should define what is ‘wrong’ and what isn’t, only after that could I reply honestly. Maybe the abrupt changes in the life of the earring’s owners can hide something foul but I wasn’t able to deduce what it is. Could be tied to chromosome X, eh?”

"Could be, but you've got an X and a Y, so it shouldn't be that challenging--aside from possibly needing a Double X." Gennie suggested. "Were the abrupt endings disturbing t'you in the same way that reading the information or discovering it in an archaeological method?"

Lao-hu palmed his face, looking up at the ceiling then as he sighed. It will take a while until he’ll be accustomed to Gennie’s way of taking every word straight. “I meant double X, otherwise it wouldn’t be a problem - just as you said,” he clarified his earlier words. 

"Well, why didn't you say so, Biao?" Gennie chided Lao-hu.

“I did exactly that,” he grimaced. “I thought you’ll know why I’m saying that since I have a Y, too and I had problems with the item... that could only mean that it needs two X,” he explained and shrugged. “Nevermind.”

“It isn’t the endings or whatever,” he waved, “I know that my identifying skills aren’t too sharp - actually, if they’d be knives, then those won’t cut warm water yet - so I can’t answer to that clearly. What I see that I can’t see and point out the origins and the reason behind the leavings, no matter how I try, with my Tigersight or my magic. Will you help me out?”

"A'right...all you had t'do was ask! Yeesh..." she reminded him, re-establishing the teaching link as she finished up the online billpay transfers via her iPhone's app. Then to mindspeak, [A'right...show me what you've done so far. Then we'll see what needs refining.]

Striped looked up to the ceiling for a moment, asking for calmness, then recalled what he learned so far. Aloud, just because, “as I said, these earrings once belonged to a family, more accurately to the women in that family, passing from generation to generation by deaths or marriages, and deaths, too,” he added sourly, phrasing his suspicions and feelings what he got about the jewels.

“See?” he asked then.

Gennie looked through Biao's Othersight and the memories he'd gathered of psychic impressions, "Interesting...someone in that family line's got an unusual metatalent of some sort. Those 'diamonds' weren't created the old fashioned way--by the Earth itself...I'd wager each one was once part of a living person, after all, the human body's chuck full of carbon..."

“Part of a living person?! Yuck,” he pulled his head back in disgust, scowling. “What is this thing, then? A bizarre trophy or a cursed thing to bite out a chunk of anyone who ever wear it and then die?”

“What can we do with it? I don’t think that it would be a good choice to sell it to someone,” he stated.

"Well, when cremated, a portion of a human can be fused in t'a diamond. They're called Lifegems in the modern, technological process and can be a very nice sentimental heirloom for some people." Gennie shrugged, "However, there's also a rather questionable ritualised magical process that could potentially create such a thing--and it's been known t'be used in the past--as a means t'capture a portion of the original living being's soul or lifeforce in more nefarious circumstances. Turn about, I've also seen such things used in a consentual, benevolent way t'make a 'memory' piece t'pass down as an heirloom. This's where we start getting in t'the ethics of magic..."

“Ethics are a risky plain to walk upon,” nodded Lao-hu. “Much depends on the viewpoint, since if one grows up in a civilization where eating the killed enemy’s parts is considered as benevolent and famed thing and then he meets one from another where even the killing itself is a bad thing, then they’ll have a problem.”

“On my part, I think if one uses magic to help people - not only oneself but others -, and the target of the spell is willing, then there is nothing to blame. I admit, it can be creepy, wearing the granny on the earring or pendant but if she willed it and the mage only helped and then the heir is willing, too and free of any drawback or curse, then why not?”

"True, that. And for some, a sense of Granny's nearness could be a source of comfort and familiarity." Gennie remarked, letting Biao continue.

“The killing is something like that, too,” he shrugged. “Once, a hunter must hunt and kill to live, but not for fun. Twice, if one is such a threat to everyone that it is better to finish her or his deeds once and for all, than to encarcerate her for an unknown time from where she can break out and wreak more havoc... well, that isn’t an easy decision either, but sometimes hard decisions are to be made, too.”

“Which is the condition in our case, anyway? Willing sacrifice for an heir or a dark prison for soul-shards for some evil person?” he looked at Gennie tilting his head.

[That is what we'll find out in short order here.] Gennie replied as she took up the velvet case with the earrings in side. [That will determine the fate of these...as I sense there is a mixture of the two. Those who knew they were coming t'an end of their time and chose t'leave a legacy, and those who may've died quite suddenly and there was no time for preparation or consent....or.....they met an untimely end. It is difficult even for me t'say, as I'm not well suited t'the necromantic magics, be they white, grey or black. I'll likely need t'consult with a chum of mine over at the coroner's office, as he is what is termed a 'white necromancer', and works t'solve crimes. Other's of his moral stripe aide in pathology and infectious diseases, oncology and reputable medical research...so as it is, I'm relying upon my Othersight and empathic abilitiy t'get a general sense of the gems.]

[And since I am uncertain about the most recent 'addition' t'the gems, that'll be the best call t'make. These will be set aside and turned over t'Dr. Lesanges.] Gennie decided as she tucked the box into a pidgeon hole on her desk.

“I see,” acknowledged the shared information about white necromancers and their stuff and the delay on the item’s examination. “Better leave the lifeforce stuff for experts,” he agreed then. “I’m curious about the effect, though, so I hope you’ll share the results with me?” he made the statement so that is sounded like a request.

"I will. It's in your interest t'know and understand about such things." Gennie agreed, winking at him.

The young tigroid then stretched in the chair, barely not extending his claws with the move but he restrained the urge to yawn, only the tightening muscles on his jaw betrayed it. A shiver ran over his body after that, which in turn made the blue tiger move aside a bit as his foot nudged his furry friend’s side accidentally but that wasn’t enough to wake it up, though.

He glanced at the desk where the remaining items laid, awaiting identification, then at Gennie again. “What’s next? Going forward on the items? You mentioned earlier that visitors will come for the Spawn.”

"Yes. They've made appointments for later this morning, before lunch. I want the Spawn t'wear down some of that excess energy first." she laughed aloud, knowing that they'd have better chances of being matched if they weren't up to their usual mischief.

“So, what are we going to do? Taking them out for a hunt? Or visiting a pocket dimension, designed to wear down hyper-energetic kittehs?” he asked grinning wide. “Or we could mash the identifying together with them, unleashing the gang on the remaining items and watch the results of magicats playing with enchanted items,” he chuckled, imagining the dozen dark cub running over the rings and other accessories, jumping on them, clawing at them and patting them over the floor.

Gennie winced at that thought, "...nooooo...don't give them idears!"

And as if on cue, Juju's head popped up, bright copper-orange eyes blinking innocently at Biao's suggestion....and with a little more interest than he probably should have about it.

"Bad Juju..." Gennie retorted in the runt of the Spawn's direction, waggling a finger at the black kitteh, "...don't *even* go there, you fuzzy marauder!"

At that, the young mage chuckled happily, remember how many times he saw the same move from tutors and friends.

Touba gently swatted Stormy's lazily swishing white tail out of her face, fixing Biao with a droll look, "Really? Must you egg them on?"

Striped’s head snapped at the cat-tree in one of the corners of the office at the voice of his familiar surprised. “What the?” he muttered then shook his head in disbelief. The building apparently had more than a few secrets and way to round the corners and stairs. Magic happens, so to say...

“What, I didn’t do anything what they wouldn’t think on their own,” he protested then, smiling mischievously as he stood and walked to Touba to gently grab on her rich fur and shook her playfully. After that he tapped on her nose softly, before he reached over to stroke the white cats belly with his fingertips.

“I guess then we take the other path and bring them out for a good play?” he asked turning back to his master witch.

"Where d'you think Agate took them?" Gennie inquired with a smug look, "Someplace suitable t'work off their excess energies...under supervision of course..."

"Are you and your large, fuzzy friend wishing t'join them?" she asked without missing a beat, noting that Stormy and Juju seemed content enough with Touba's company.

“Varietas delectat. I did memorize a few Latin phrases even if I don’t speak the language itself,” replied Striped with a smile and a shrug. “We are sitting here since a while, shuffling through memories of items without a break so it’d be nice having some. If that’d happen at a green ground with fuzzy and happy companions... well, who am I to complain?” he grinned.

“I haven’t had the chance to get acquainted with them anyway, since yesterday they were herded out soon and then you locked me into the training hall,” he added winking.

"Hey, I didn't hear you complaining about being shown different kinds of magic." Gennie jibed back, dropping some rings into Biao's hands, "This ought t'keep your Othersight busy for a tic--sort the magical ones from the non magical. Then you're going t'help me set up some demonstrations so the Spawn can show their stuff t'their potential matches. Agate'll be bringing them back soon. If you'll excuse me, I need t'go give Wan-who and Devon a slice of my mind, as they're plotting...."

“Great,” he sighed as he looked down at the rings, moving his fingers to arrange them on his palm side by side. He then glanced after the leaving witch before he looked down at the jewels, sniffing at them while switched to his Tigersight to See their scent, not just feel. This made the task easy; he saw the tiny tendrils of magic whirl around the rings - two from the five -, slowly drifting upward.
Then his head snapped up when Gennie pathed back to call him to the front office. The young Chinese shrugged, put the rings down onto the table in two groups as was requested, before walking out...
XXVII.

Wan-hu went back to prepping the shop, keeping an eye on the time. At the appropriate time she walked up to the door, unlocked it and was about to turn the sign that told folks the store was open. She paused for a moment as she read the sign; "OPEN - The Witch is IN." and decided it was currently inaccurate. She muttered a small spell and changed the sign so it now read; "OPEN - The Witches are IN." then made sure it was visible to those outside. She started walking back to the register, when someone came in...

Devon sashayed into the shop, heels clicking on the tiled and hardwood floors. She had to duck the windchimes, thanks to her uncommon height. And as always, Devon was dressed in the very height of summer style, in a stunning turquoise sundress, matching leather pumps and shoulder bag, perfect makeup and manicure--and an artfully done headwrap that reflected her pride in her mixed African-Carribean-Creole heritage, her milk chocolate skin and completely natural aquamarine eyes--a legacy of her not-so-human ancestors.

Somehow, Devon's charismatic, larger-than-life personality and good nature made anything into a memorable occasion, as if she were the very personification of joi d'vivre and happiness.

"Why if isn't Madame Yi?" Devon exclaimed in a pleasing voice as rich as molasses and thickly laced with the lyrical lilt of Jamaica and the Carribean. Her delight at seeing an old friend, as warm as tropical sunshine, "How *are* you, darling? It's so good to see you again..."

Wan-hu turned around with a smile and hugged Devon. "Doing well Devon and yourself? And you know Madame Yi is my Aunt's name, you can just call me Wan-hu." she replies to her old friend.

Devon's rich laughter echoed throughout the shop, "I know there's two of you Madame Yi's. But you're still a mischief maker, Miss Wan-hu. Always have been, and always shall be."

"Takes a mischief maker to know one, hun." Wan-hu replies, her voice drenched in humor.

"Indeed it does." Devon affirmed.

"You *are* coming to the Pride Fest, aren't you?" Devon inquired, "I came by to see if Miss Anais had the registration forms filled out for her booth this year."

"Of course I'll be there, darling. Wild horses and tigers wouldn't keep me from attending." she replies. "As for Anais' registration form, I'm not sure..." she starts. "I just got back in town yesterday and haven't seen her at all, but have gotten a message that she'll be out of town for a few days. Let me see if I can find those forms for you."

"Thank you, my dear." the statuesque Carribean replied as she visually browsed the jewelery cases.

Wan-hu paths to Gennie. [Hey Thundercub, do you know if Anais ever filled out forms for her booth during Pride Fest, and if so, where it is?]

[I'm not sure. If she were within telepathic reach, I'd ask her...and I'm a Pattern Seer, not truly Foresighted. Give me a tic t'look over the pidgen holes in the desk.] Gennie replied as she began to riffle through the various papers, bills and order forms from suppliers. She made a mental note to get with Pat and make sure all AP/AR was taken care of--because the mystic was quite aware that she wasn't the best one to be juggling the maths of something that important.

After ten minutes of searching, Gennie hadn't located anything, [They're not in the desk, nor is there anything in her email. If anything, she might've had 'em in her satchel--and if she took that with her, then we're toast. Does Devon have an extra copy, or the URL so I can down load 'em and print 'em?]

[I'll check with the cosmos first, and let you know.] Wan-hu replies, as she heads behind the register and stoops down as if looking for something. She opens herself to the cosmos and searches for the Pride Fest paperwork, as well as checking for Ren Faire's. The cosmos showed her where the two needed forms where, and a simple cast later both where in Wan-hu's paws. [Found it hun, got the paperwork for Ren Faire too while I was at it.]
[Oh, good...that's one more mess that won't go there.] Gennie sighed in relief, [Let me know if anything needs a Jane Hancock on it.]

Before Wan-hu stood up, she grabbed a piece of jewelry she had put to the side later on a hunch and placed it in front of Devon. "You may want to check this piece out, hun." she says as she looks over the paperwork and chuckles slightly. She then places the Pride Fest paperwork on the shelf near the jewelry. "And here's the paperwork for Anais' booth... Looks like Pat Walker-McCoy and Cassandra Webb will be running the booth this year."

"Very good. Madame Webb is always a popular diviner and Miss Pat's a natural magnet for people. I don't doubt everyone will do very well this year as we're expecting a larger than usual crowd...the usual pro- and con- protests..." Devon shook her head at the thought of the various groups she'd caught wind of, "I dare say it will be...interesting..."

"Oh, I'm sure it will be fine Devon... Gennie and I are working something special up for it." Wan-hu replies, smiling slightly.

"I hope it will be. I have no wish to deal with zombies of the monothestic variety. They're not only bad publicity, they're bad for business." Devon replied.

Wan-hu just smiled a knowing smile at Devon.

She took the box Wan-hu proffered and opened it, eyes widening in obvious delight at the large pendent set with a polished oval stone of inara larimar--a recently discovered stone that was semi-opaque and possessed of a stunning aqua colour, like the tropical ocean itself. It was set in silver, with diamond accents.

"Oooooh...good catch, Miss Wan-hu. I'll definitely be taking this one home with me." Devon enthused, a bright smile gracing her dark features. "And we'll need to get the booth registration fee to go along with this paperwork, too."
"I thought you'd like it Devon and if you wait a moment, I'll get Gennie to open the safe and get the booth fee for you." Wan-hu replies. She then mentally called to Gennie. [No signature needed, but do need you to get into the safe for the booth registration fee..]
[Already transferred via billpay.] Gennie replied. [There's an app for that...]
[Uh... What... Never mind I'll ask about that comment later, and let Devon know you took care of it.] Wan-hu pathed back to Gennie. She then returned her focus on Devon, "Gennie says she transferred the fees over via billpay, something about an app for it." she replies. "Don't say it, I know, I'm behind the times... I'm planning on going back to College and actually getting a degree and catch up on everything that's going on."
"You mean getting a degree in something other than obscure Oriental philosophies and pre-19th century history of the Far East and Near East?" Devon inquired drily, one dark brow arching even higher on her cafe au lait features, "Really, dahling, you need to keep up with the times. They are a-changing, and far more quickly than ever before..."

Wan-hu raised an eyebrow at Devon as if to question exactly just what she knew about her-feline-self. "Hey now, I'm not quite THAT old you know." she responds as some of the younger staff wandered by. She then opened up a telepathic link to Devon, [Ok darling, just what do you think you know about me, eh?] she asks, keeping things friendly between her and her old friend.

[I know quite a bit, darling--you're certainly not an 'ordinary' tigeroid, in the sense that you're certainly neither mutant nor human. You're at the very least godstouched, if not outright minor divinity. You're old enough for Dion to razz you about the fact you should remember certain events or vintages of wine and liquor that should be several centuries old....] Devon replied with a wicked gleam in her aquamarine eyes. [Am I warm as a good cup of cocoa yet?]

[I should have expected as much from an Avatar of Erzulie] Wan-hu replies, sighing slightly. [Since I know you can keep a secret... yes I am of Divine blood, and newly promoted to Lesser Deity I might add. As for my age... while I may be old enough to remember the fall of the Qing Dynasty, that doesn't mean the younglings here who are blissfully unaware of what's under their noses need to be aware of that. So please keep the age jokes to a minimum.]

"And I suppose we'll need to update your wardobe so that you'll blend in on campus...we can't have you dressing like the venerable Madame Yi ...and I dare say that Miss Patricia and I will have our challenges to see that you're suitably equipped for tackling the modern world, now won't we?" Devon teased Wan-hu. "Perhaps we should make an occasion of it, and bring Miss Gennie along, too?"

"Heeeeyyy, I think my wardrobe is just fine with it's business casual look." Wan-hu replies. "Looking like a professional mage is one thing, looking like a professional party-goer is something all together different." she continues. "Though I may have to tag along because I do agree that Gennie's wardrobe needs an update."

"Well, we can't have you going around looking like a professional party-pooper, either." Devon chuckled, "And while business casual's fine, I don't think what you're trying to emulate is suited to the funloving, energetic and playful side of you. You're governed by Elemental Water, and by trying to imitate Elemental Earth, you're going to turn into a regular stick-in-the-mud if you're not careful, Miss Wan-hu."

"While that may be true, one also has to be careful with Elemental Water... Too much of it and people shy away thinking your not serious enough to handle things..." Wan-hu replies. "I try, and apparently fail at mixing the elements so that none stick out more then the other. As long as you promise no skirts, dresses, or uber-frilly crap that really isn't my style, I'll let you help my wardrobe out..."

"You are no more girl-girl than Miss Gennie, and I'd wager you Dion's best rack of ribs with all the trimmings, that I can dress you to the nines and there won't be a frill or skirt, nor anything that'll clash with all those stripes the gods graced you with, Miss Wan-hu." Devon replied, rising to the challenge issued by her felinoid friend, "You'll feel like a whole new woman..."

Wan-hu smiled, "I know you too well to wager anything... that'd be a sucker's bet darling." she responded. "However, I will treat you to such if you can manage that, and find a few things that Gennie won't stick her nose up at, along with helping out my... er cousin." she continued.

"And Miss Gennie does need..something..different. I don't think anyone'll ever be able to pin down what Element governs her, but we'll see if we can't perk her up a bit...in spite of being 'stuck' with shades of grey as one of the Ladies, there's a lot of room to improvise for her." Devon mused aloud. "She's so...mercurial...not any one specific thing, and that might just be an advantage rather than flaw..."

"Yep, she's a regular Mystical Mutt, it if you will." Wan-hu replies, her voice lathered in humor. "You do realize she's bound to come out here soon and ask us just what we're planning on doing... As I'm sure her ears are definitely starting to burn by now."

XXVIII.

The mystic emerged from the office with an iPhone in hand, "...and this mercurial mystical mutt doesn't like it when people plot things regarding her, especially when they don't deign t'consult said mercurial mystical mutt in the process. I'm sure Wan-who can tell y'how I -- or anybody else -- who's an Aspie -- feels about surprises..."
"Calm down Gennie, we're not plotting anything dangerous against you... just your wardrobe" Wan-hu replies, almost whispering that last part.

:: Thwibbett... :: Gennie blew a Bronx cheer at both her kitteh-godmum and Devon, who'd tried to teach her that cuisine could be created without conjuration. "And what pray tell, is so disasterous about the contents of my closet?"

"Everything..." Devon cheerfully offered. That earned her an eyeroll, "Though I must say that it's hardly the eyebleeding miasma that is your great-grandmother's selection of Jungle Safety Wear."

The delicious homemade molasses cookies that Devon conveniently produced from her satchel failed to dissuade the grey-eyed mystic's focus on their conversation, though she happily snagged a couple of cookies to munch on.

The iPhone disappeared into her pocket, Gennie leaning on the counter, tasting the soft, bendy cookies--giving Wan-hu a pointed look, "So...why are you planning a shopping trip for me, without asking me?"

"Actually it's for both of us, and maybe Lao as well." Wan-hu replies. "Face it, we're both in a rut, and who better to help out then Devon?"

"So, Biao's on the agenda, too..." Gennie mused, "And we all need t'be presentable for Pride Fest...nothing like a Southern lady's expertise t'get things going, eh?

Devon's brilliant smile answered that question, "I may not know you as well as I know Miss Wan-hu or Miss Anais, but I know the sort you are, Miss Gennie. There's a difference between being fashion conscious and a fashion slave...or in Miss Gracie's case, a fashion victim...Now, can we get a look at this cousin of Miss Wan-hu's?"

"Sure...gimme a tic..." Gennie replied.

[Hey, Biao...c'mon out here. you soooo do NOT wanna miss Devon's molasses cookies....even if she IS trying t'distract me...] Gennie mindcalled to Lao-hu, [Devon writes the column in the Little Avalon Chronicle called "Magically Delicious" and offers a nice Southern and Carribean flavour t'the neighborhood association....so y'might as well come on out and meet her. She doesn't bite. That much I can promise you...]
[Coming] he replied and that he did, appearing in the front in a few. Since Gennie hasn’t removed his guise what she pulled from his core, according to her explanation. So a six feet tall, well-muscled, good looking martial artist walked into the office, clear, shiny white, gold and black streaks in his hair. He smiled at Wan-hu, nodding slightly as a way of greeting, keeping the word ‘aunt’ in his mind, only then did he looked at the other woman, sizing her up. “Good morning,” he said simply to her, leaving the task of the introduction to Gennie or Wan-hu.
Wan-hu blinked as she saw Lao-hu enter, "Ah I see Gennie showed you, then pulled out the real you... you should wear that look more often, as it looks good on you." she says smiling at her nephew. She then turned towards Devon and introduced the two. "Lao, this is Devon, an old friend and writer for the Little Avalon Chronicle... Devon, this is my... ehrm, cousin Lao-hu Yi, archeologist, student of Dr Gracie Gamble, and mage student to Gennie.." she says, finishing with a slight chuckle.
Devon looked Lao-hu over and smiled at the young man, offering him a hand, fingers tipped with neatly manicured, aqua-laquored nails, "Pleased to meet you, Yi Biao Lao-hu--I do hope I got that all in the right order...and may I say that you have lovely eyes--just the right colors."

To Wan-hu, Devon shared a private aside, [He definitely needs some help...and I do hope Miss Gracie knows what she's doing, sending a pretty fellow like this to study with Miss Gennie. Your "cousin" is definitely eye-catching--and maybe even toe-curling. I just hope it doesn't backfire.]

Wan-hu mentally chuckled. [Well technically Gracie sent him to Anais, but since she's not here he got defaulted to Gennie.] she responded. [Personally I think they'll be good for each other. Gennie needs to start training other mages, but we both know how she is around young people. Hence having my great to the nth degree nephew on my half-brother's side as her first student will be good for her... As for him, he was forcefully taught a few tricks but doesn't know some of the subtleties of magic. He also needs to loosen up a little, as he does come across a little to serious...] she commented, letting the Avatar of Erzulie know how she felt about the match up & the truth of Lao-hu's relation to her. [Besides, he's seen her scars and didn't stare at them or flinch, so it's doubtful that the match up will backfire.]

.

Striped took the offered hand and squeezed it firmly but caring with his strength what was above average in spite of his wiry frame. He doubted that the woman was human, either, but why be impolite for the first time, he thought. “Why, thank you,” he smiled at the compliment about his eyes. “Yours have nice shade, too,” he returned it then.

"Welcome to Little Avalon, Mister Biao. And thank you, as well." Devon replied.

“Yi Lao-hu is the name, Biao is a nick what Gennie pulled after I protested against the Latin phrase. You can use either that or Lao-hu, or Striped, whichever you want, miss Devon,” he added smiling softly.

"Then Mister Biao it shall be. It has a nice ring to it. Quite suited to one who can purr, yes?" she suggested with a grin. "Do have a cookie or three..."

“Simply Biao, if you’d please, and the purring depends on situation,” he smiled back and then stalked the cookie-plate, taking out a sympathetic one, tasting it, just to make delighted mmm-s as the rich sweet taste spread over his tongue. He liked the sweet things, mostly in his drinks, but he almost always put whipped cream onto his cookies whatever they were made of. He could empty a bottle in minutes if the need caught him so there were several in the fridge all the time.

"Very well then, Mister Biao," Devon winked at him, noting that he liked the cookies as well. Her molasses cookies were famous in Little Avalon, and for good reason. Very few sentients could resist them--and there was no magic involved, aside from good old fashioned quality cooking and an old family recipe.

.

 [Well, that's a bonus, but I wasn't referring to 'backfiring' from the educational perspective. I have a keen suspicion that Miss Gracie had something *else* amind when she sent Mister Biao over to study with Miss Anais.] Devon mused privately to Wan-hu, [Perhaps she had a small hope that something might come of Miss Gennie having an opportunity to get acquainted with a young gentleman in familiar, informal surroundings?]

[Ooohhh... Hmmm... Well if the two of them hit it off that's fine.] Wan-hu replies. [Though I do think if Gennie ever finds out Gracie did send him this way with that intent. She better start running, else Gennie would have her hide.] Wan-hu comments, picturing Gennie chasing after Gracie in a rather Roadrunner - Wylie Coyote way. [I'd be more worried what my half-brother would think about it, and if he decides to interfere with it... That will get rather "interesting" since this area is technically my territory and he knows it.]

.

“They are delicious,” he nodded to the tall, tan-skinned woman and took another from the plate. “Am I interrupting something, by the way?” he asked the others before taking a bite from said cookie and took a deeper breath, pretending that he smells the cake but he analyzed the woman’s scent in truth. He immediately knew that she is in connection with the Loa from the clear patchouli-scent but there were the tropic ocean and sea mixed with it. That made him think what patron she might has as preferred since he couldn’t place the watery elements to their place within that pantheon so he slightly narrowed his eyes as he watched her musingly.

"No...you're not." Devon replied, taking a cookie for herself, "I was just stopping by to conduct a little business and enjoy the pleasant scents and space within Arakne's Web...and visit with an old friend--Miss Wan-hu--who seems to take great delight in disappearing for extended periods."

“We cats are independent and can be lost in time if something catches us,” he commented glancing smugly at Wan-hu. “I’m here for the first time, but I find the place nice as well. It has many places and secrets to poke at and discover,” he smiled suddenly looking years younger by the mischievous gleam appearing in his eyes.

"Well, I suppose it's fortunate that Miss Gennie does like cats..." Devon
remarked with a twinkle in her eyes.

.

 [If that brother of yours knows what's best for his health, he'll not try to intervene. I doubt he'd wish to cross blades with Madame Lei nor face the mighty weapon that is Lady Hera's wits.] Devon replied, though she was rather amused with the imagery of the Gennie-and-Gracie chase scene. [And speaking of Miss Gracie, I do believe she may be as a butterfly about to emerge from its crysalis...a metaphor for transformation...though I am not certain just what sort of transformation she may undergo.]

.

*Devon's the living avatar of the Loa called Erzulie, Biao.* Gennie supplied as she snagged a third and fourth cookie, *She's a voodoun high priestess, blessed with a heart as big as the ocean...and even *I* find it hard t'resist her infectious joie d'vivre...so I'm kinda glad she stopped by after Her Whyness. Nothing like a dose of Devon t'chase out the doldrums and let some tropical sunshine in t'the shop.*

[Ah, the beauty, the love and passion, all leading to creativism in a way or other,] nodded Lao-hu as he easily compared the name to the portfolio now that he was enlightened on it. [Avatar? No surprise that she is hard to resist, then.] he shrugged mentally just to furrow his bows at the same time. [We have to do something with this thought-reading/projecting habit... I definitely need some private space on the mental plane as well.] he wrinkled his nose looking at Gennie.

[Then I'll just have t'teach you how t'split into Public Mind and Private Mind--and don't worry, I haven't gone in t'your Private Mind. You keep thinking 'aloud' in your surface thoughts, or Public Mind, it's hard not t'answer you, Biao.] Gennie replied, reaching up to ruffle his striped hair, [Mindspeaking is as common t'Little Avalon as verbal speaking is t'the rest of the world...and I find it easier t'communicate this way...it's much easier t'understand meaning, emotion and context when I can get it directly, rather than going through all the peculiarities of someone getting it from mind to mouth.]

[Exactly that is why I prefer talking aloud. I can decide what I want to show and what I don’t, and this on a way what everyone can understand. I wouldn’t like a world where anyone could touch my mind and peek through the clouds I’m keeping there. No matter they are stormy or the sun is shining through holes blessing the landscape, I’d like to choose the words and emotions how I’d like to write them on or say them, not letting everyone see the basics from I’m building... Do you understand?] he asked after his monologue, ignoring the hair-ruffle for now. [And why the mental speech if everyone can listen to it just as well they’d do to the aloud one?]

[Maybe.] Gennie replied, pushing strands of silver and steel out of her eyes, [But you were also complaining no so long ago, that I did not understand your words as you chose t'speak them...so I look within your Public Mind: t'better understand what you actually mean and t'discern if you're understanding me correctly...especially when it comes t'the workings of magic...and if I were t'ask you if you truly understood me, and you say 'yes'....even when you don't...then we could have some problems.]

[And who would care?] he shrugged nonchalantly, [mistakes are for better learning and to prove that we are humans after all... or feel and live like them, don’t we? I didn’t complain about you understanding me or not, but that my choice of words was good enough or not. That is the beauty of talking, you know? That you can misinterpret things and then you can re-phrase and better them.] 

[As t'who would care? Me, for starters, y'silly skitterkitter!] Gennie retorted, rolling those big grey eyes skyward, [IF you manage t'do something I can't dispel or banish, then we've got problems...being a Master-level mage means I'm quite limited in what I can do--when compared t'the trouble an Adept-potential--namely you--can possibly create, Biao.]

[Limited? You? I doubt that. You said that you have learned to use most effectively what you have while I’m only playing with raw power... and problems are just like mistakes – obstacles on the way what leads to self-knowledge and learning. But these are just words from an Adept in training...] 

[Yes, even *I* have them. And unlike some mystics, I know what mine are and how t'work around and with them.] Gennie replied with a wave of her hand. [Capite?*]

[Sure, I see the determination how you say it,] he nodded but the mental voice carried over the slight doubt and shrug to let it fall for now, just as it did with the effort to hide these added feelings.

[I don't care t'waste time on words when I can actually be doing something. That's part of why Her Whyness and I are across purposes so often. She likes to make grand use of words and waste time playing games with them. I do not...so by the time she's done saying all her pretty words, I'm already done with doing whatever needed doing and I'm busy with something else...more important, and often far more interesting.]

[Pride... isn’t that a nice thing, eh?] he laughed silently but with almost full teeth. [Doing things fast and effective, ignoring words what seem to or really uninteresting and boring, eh? I did the same when the masters talked and I still ended up having those spells and skills they wanted only on the longer, more painful way. I learned to listen and talk back and *then* ignore what I heard. That is a craft hard earned.]

[Pride and ego have nothing t'do with it, Biao. I've dealt with them long enough t'know they're not going t'listen t'me anyway...I do what needs t'be done and get it over with. No need t'make a big occasion out of it.] she shrugged, knowing full well that the likes of Faye weren't going to set aside centuries of pointless tradition on account of an innovative upstart like herself. [Just less vexing that way, as I see it.]

[I think we might speak abreast, since while I spoke generally, you seem to speak about specific person. At the same, in this we can agree somewhat, since I’m not doing my things on the way the tutors would’ve liked to see - but that we already discussed yesterday. Remember, I had to twist even *your* teachings to my imaginary scene to be able to create the desired effect... or something close enough.]

[And I won't be put out if you interpret what I show you, t'work better for you.] Gennie replied.

[Magic isn’t the only skill you can improve but communication is one as well.] The young man smiled at the witch, taking another cookie. [I am one who likes to communicate... talking a lot, you can object than one me.]

Gennie gave Lao-hu one of 'those' looks of hers, [What *is* it with men and talking? Do you like so much t'hear yourselves? Even the Spawn can give me a headache with their constant chatter...bless Juju for being the little, quiet one. I might have t'keep him around, as he's good company when I wish t'curl up and read...as is Stormy.]

Striped simply stared back, eyes narrowing a bit as his mismatched ones locked into her steely ones, but apparently a grin lurked in the corner of his lips. [You know, not all men likes to run into the house carrying the door with him, some are enjoying talking a bit with one who he likes or wants to know. You can sit silently over a book once you get acquainted and have a comfortable feeling from just sitting around.]

.

Wan-hu mentally chucked. [You know I'd really love to see him at end of Hera's wits. But I wouldn't wish him on my worse enemy, never mind a good friend like Hera.] she replied. Wan-hu then seemed to be in thought for a moment, [As for Gracie, impossible to see, her future is, clouded by the dark-side.] she retorts in a Yoda like fashion.

[Oh, stop it, you movie nerd!] Devon teased him, [And don't tempt Hera. She might have too much fun with your darling brother...]

Wan-hu chuckled mentally, [Sorry couldn't resist. And let's stop dwelling on 'him', else we may make him start watching more closely.] she responded.

[Agreed.] Devon replied. [Now, is there anything else I should be picking up while I’m here?]

.

[I like books...I've got an entire library's worth on my iPADD. More stored in other places I can access them. And maybe that's why I don't let the men I'm acquainted with know where my door is...you're one of a few people that's ever even *seen* my home.] she countered, giving Lao-hu a little poke in the ribs, [Curling up and reading a book with a sentient I actually like would be a niceity, after all.]

[Well, in that regard, I’m quite old-style you can say...] he said and flinched playfully at the poke and rubbed its spot. [I love the touch of paper under my fingers, the smell of a new book - and of some old one, too -, hear the rustling of pages as I’m munching through it. All these electronics ain’t my world...]
[You home? Where? All I saw was your training room and the bathroom added to it...] raised a brow the young tiger.

[It's a part of my home, silly one.] Gennie chuckled, lightly poking him again, [Not just anyone is allowed there...]

[Heey...] he protested, patting at her hand softly and so derailing the next attack from her finger. [I don’t have training room at home, at least not at such size and not above my workplace, that’s why I didn’t guess at that,] he explained. [I feel honored, truly] he added.
Gennie didn't need a finger to poke or tickle a cat with, a cantrip worked just as well.... [I tend t'tinker with a lot of magic, so I need a good Workroom.]

[...or maybe I'll borrow the company of your tigger friend from time to time?] Gennie mused to herself, looking back into the office at the sleepy blue tigger sprawled on the worn Persian carpet.
[Silver is free to decide where to go - if he comes back to me when called,] he allowed her idea with a gentle smile and a touch on her shoulder. [Though I think you’ll like the other one as well, who is white and has reddish-hued stripes and just as lazy as her mate... but a fierce friend and steed when needed.]
[Hey, y'know this much about me: I do like cats, and Silver would make a nice, comfy 'pillow' t'lean against and scritch ears occasionally. Then again, so would his mate, or would you rather volunteer for the "job" of pillow in your fuzzy feline form? Some of my preferences in literature, lore and history might just rub off, though...]
To that idea, he lying over the carpet or on the bed and Gennie using him as a pillow, he laughed silently, finding it funny. [You know cats,] he began once he calmed a bit down, [they have sharp sense of smell and hearing and tend to sleep a lot, so if you don’t wear strong perfume or aren’t at the middle of your period then I can do that. I can sleep wherever I want and usually whenever I want, someone warming my side meanwhile is a nice addition, I don’t have access to that too often in this side and in that form,] he sighed, though he doesn’t mind lying around like that in human form either and so he rarely slept alone.
[Well, I don't wear much perfume, and not being human, I don't have that inconvenience t'hamper my life.] she shrugged, glad of her 'mystical mutt' heritage for the greater part.

[Ah,] he looked puzzled for a moment but then just stored the information next to the others onto a mental shelf, and moved over it for now.

[We can discuss differences in taste in regard of lore as well, that is a view I like to expand, too.] he added.
[I'm sure I can show you a great deal...] Gennie offered.

[Oh, in that, I’m absolutely sure,] he grinned back. [More than one way and topic, that is easily foreseeable.]
[Technically you're still part human Gennie, just far enough removed that you don't have to deal with it...] Wan-hu interjected into their mind talk. [Be very glad about that because I did spend some time as a mortal woman, and trust me, it's not fun.] she comments. [Now what's this about using him as a living pillow?]

[Using Biao, in his tigger-form as a backrest whilst I read.] Gennie replied, [It'd be one way t'impart information t'him and in a form that I find more comfortable t'have around. And does less than 1/16th human still count?]
[You're still more human then I'll ever be hun.] Wan-hu retorts, with humor in her mind-voice. [As for his tiger-form being more comfortable to being around, are you trying to say that you don't like men in your life hun? Or is it the whole distaste for human thing again?] Wan-hu asks, more then a little curious as to why Gennie would be more comfortable around a tiger. [I just hope you're not forcing Lao into a form he's not that comfortable in, just for your own sake.] she comments.

[Y'know I'm more at-ease around cats than people at times...and it'd be a compromise t'allow Biao and I a chance t'get better acquainted as two sentients, without the other matters getting underfoot at first.] the mystic replied, [It's not that I dislike men, it's just that cats are "safer"...]

[Uh huh... And just how do you feel about it Lao-hu?] Wan-hu questions her nephew who'd been awfully quiet since she butted into Gennie and his mental conversation.

[Huh?] he stirred and looked at Wan-hu. [I was just musing what use the Telepathy has if one can just join to a conversation just as easy as she’d do with a verbal one...] he replied with a wry grin, before he answered the question. [I was born as a human - as far as I know, anyway - and I reached my adulthood before I even noticed that something isn’t normal with me. Yes, I had good physical abilities but nothing inhuman until then...] 

[I spent years after the university in another dimension to learn my heritage and so lost decades of my sister’s life but I’m still not a real expert in transformation that was told to me more than one occasion by the tutors.] he shrugged.
[I can look at this as a part of the training, not as a mage but as a shapeshifter. Still, I have to warn you that I’ll sleep a lot more in that form - just how the normal cats do that.]

[When I need you t'do something, I can ask you t'turn into Bipedal Biao.] Gennie replied, ruffling up his hair again, much as though he were already a cat.

[Somehow I wasn’t afraid that you won’t do that,] Striped dropped wryly the comment, though he enjoyed the touch and so leant his head into it. [This will be a good occasion to improve my mental communication, too, since that is the only way I can talk if I’m wearing my full tiger form.]
[Good thinking...] Gennie praised, rubbing Lao-hu behind one ear, [And it'll help you focus on how t'do things without the 'usual' magical memes like chants, verbal invocations, gesticulation and the like. I aim t'see you learn t'cast anything you learn, in any form you take...'cause if *I* can learn t'cast on willpower alone, then so can you...under much less duress than I was when I figured it out.]

[I make no promises, but I intend to learn and I’m curious to see if my magic will work on your way or not, since its obvious that we got ours from different sources and use it on different methods] he said, slowly beginning to purr until he caught himself and backed up a bit, both from the touch and from lowering his resistance.
[It'll be interesting, in regard t'magical comparison and contrasts between your ways and mine.] Gennie replied, one brow quirked higher as she realised she'd managed to elicit a purr from the very humanoid Lao-hu, [Don't stop purring on account of me, Biao. You need t'unwind a bit, though I suppose some might say the same of me...]

[I’m not tense,] he protested, [and I don’t see you wired either. Strange, maybe, in a way, but not stiff or something.] he said, touching her shoulder gently. [However, I find the purring a very personal thing, even more if not in felinoid form, so this wasn’t a willful thing. I like to keep the decisions on my field, not on the instincts’, you know? You can hear my rumbling long enough when you’ll use me as pillow...]
[Awww...darn it. I've never seen a humanoid purr before...] Gennie mock-grumbled, snapping her fingers. [And for what it's worth, Wan-who thinks I'm "too tightly wound" and Gracie keeps threatening t'send me off on some kinda tropical vacation t'waste time, and y'thought wasn't a medling grandmum, Biao? News flash...]

[Well, human’s can’t purr as you know well and since we aren’t that close I doubt you’ll hear too often] he chuckled at her playful fuming, his eyes narrowing as he fought to keep his thoughts from surfacing about former girls who heard him purring in certain situations...

[Hm,] he mocked scratching his chin, measuring Gennie’s posture as if searching for clues about said tightly woundness until a sly grin emerged on his face. [I can see some tightness here and a good vacation can help relaxing from time to time, even if you don’t see the reason at first. You’re poking at me to unwind and relax but why don’t you show example for it, huh? Work and experiments aren’t the world, there are many other things to enjoy and spend time on it, I think.]
[Ren Faire, anyone?] Gennie reminded Lao-hu, [And you're getting drug along t'drum circle tonight, too.]

[Primitive Westerner social habits, eh?] he shook his head at the notion, not being the kind of man who liked partying much. Dancing wasn’t his best skill, even if he could enjoy the music and let himself go with the flow, so he lifted his hands capitulating. 
[Nope. Primitive habits like drumming circles arise in nearly all peoples Oriental, Occidental, and everything in between. I'm not the most graceful dancer, thanks t'my knee...but I do dance on occasion, though it's quite rare. I am, however, considered a most excellent drummer...lead drum, in fact, for Rolling Thunder.] Gennie replied with a slight smirk of satisfaction in reference to her percussive passion.

The young man rolled his eyes but grinned nonetheless seeing her happiness. [I was *joking* in case you haven’t noticed. Quite nice to see that you have hobby other than solving problems and developing magical or psychic procedures,] he replied. [I don’t promise anything but if the music will drag too, mayhap you can be lucky.]

[We'll see the tigger bounce.] Gennie replied sagely. [Just got t'find the right beat.]

.

[That piece of jewelery is the only one that jumped out at me that I thought you might like, since I had a feeling you'd be stopping by.] Wan-hu replies. "Let me get you rung up Devon." She said verbally as she moved over to the register. "When did you want to take the three of us on that shopping trip?" she asks as she started ringing up the piece of jewelery.

"We'll see about later in the week. I'll get some things arranged to make the process as painless as possible, since I've a feeling we won't be able to get Miss Gennie and Mister Biao to sit still for very long." Devon chuckled, "Well, I can't break a 'perfect' record--of coming here and never leaving without something new..."

She handed Wan-hu her credit card, and found a pen to sign the receipt, knowing in her heart that beautiful necklace was going to need a new outfit built around it, too.

“What shopping trip?” perked the young man up at the question, since this was new to him, Gennie just called him forward but not shared this particular bit of planning about their wardrobe and such.

"You'll need something suitable t'wear t'Ren Faire." Gennie chimed in, "I know a couple of the merchants, who live here in Manhattan, so I can haul you over there tomorrow t'find something."

“I see,” nodded the mage-in-training. “Hopefully it won’t last long; I’m not one who likes to spend too much time in shops or malls, only if they are bookshops or antiques with real items instead of cheap copies.”
“Tomorrow or later the week, by the way?” he asked, tilting his head and looking from Gennie to Devon then back, asking them to decide that between each other.

"I'll be taking you over t'Saint Michael's Emporium tomorrow. Devon has something in store for later in the week." she clarified as Devon nodded in agreement.

"Yes, I need to make some preparations for the three of you." the Loa-avatar smiled at Lao-hu, "You'll have fun. I promise."

“If you say so...” he glanced at Gennie, then Devon, his voice and look carrying some doubt in spite of his better nature to trust people. “Then I’ll try and behave,” he added with a smile which promised a slight bit of mischief to the practiced eye.
"Oh, I'm sure your efforts t'behave could be well rewarded," Gennie shot back.

“Yea, you say? You have something special for me then, don’t you?” he asked tilting his head and raising a brow, while he flashed a few white teeth.
"Yep. It's a surprise." Gennie smirked, "But I can promise you'll enjoy the surprise!"

“Okay, I’ll hold you to that!” he pointed a finger at her warningly, but his grin made the movement softer.
XXIX.

Then the door chimed and swung open, revealing a rather tall, powerfully built young man with some decidedly runic and Norse designs in the tattoos visible on his bare arms. He nodded to Gennie and the others as he slipped inside and shut the door behind him. Gennie recognised the young Asgardian warrior-mage, "Hullo, Magni. You're early, but that's a'right..."

"My thanks, m'Lady. Wouldst thou mind, if I puruse thy wares for a bit?" he requested, re-tying platinum blond hair back out of his face with a leather cord. Clear green eyes flicked over the beings at hand as he nodded respectfully to each in kind.

Lao-hu nodded back to the man, measuring his clothes, the runes and other symbols, trying to place his heritage and connections by those, but remaining within the boundaries of normal curiosity and not stepping over to gaping.
"Go for it, kiddo. Agate'll be bringing the Spawn back shortly." Gennie replied, sending a mindcall to her Cait Sidhe friend, as the Spawn needed to be herded back to the shop for the selection process.

"Well....I think Magni's going t'be one of the easier ones t'match." She muttered to Biao and Wan-hu, after Devon departed.
Wan-hu just snickered softly at Gennie's comment about matching Magni to one or more of the spawn. She then walked up to him and grasped his arm in traditional Asgardian/Norse greeting. "Well met Asgardian, son of Thor if I'm not mistaken, correct." Wan-hu greeted the Asgardian, "Any news of your father?"

"None yet, Madame Yi Wan-hu." Magni returned the greeting and armclasp. "Nary sign nor portent for the last decade, neither my sire nor my mother hath been reachable."

"Truely you have my hopes that he shall be found well soon, as he is sorely missed by all." Wan-hu tells him. "I count myself blessed that I was once called upon by him to aid in a small matter."
“Son of Thor?” whispered Striped to Gennie, with a questioning look on his face. This place was full of divine and celestial, indeed, he thought.
"Yep. Magni Thorsen's in a couple of my history classes. Good kid, that one." Gennie replied, "He's as much his mother's son as his father's, and he's going t'make a damned good Bladesinger, if half of what Niamh's told me comes t'pass."
“Ahha,” nodded Lao-hu, following the conversation between his aunt and the young Asgardian, since he couldn’t add much to it, not being familiar with him. This was enough to start looking in his memories and knowledge about the Asgardian pantheon, looking for clues about the mage and his heritage, just as the Bladesingers.
Thor didn't have any 'known' children in the old lore, but there wasn't anything to say he couldn't have developed a relationship and sired a son in more recent times...perhaps very recently...as far as the immortal varieties went.

But he'd heard whisperings about "Bladesingers" from the Otherworld. They were reputed to equal or exceed the talent of the greatest Wuxia in China's legendary history--capable of mystical and physical feats that would boggle the mind and make Hong Kong action flicks seem like childsplay...they were much speculated about, but very little known among the circles he moved in.

[Penny for your thoughts, Biao...] Gennie mindspoke to him.
[First, I was musing about what you said, concluding that that I don’t know about any child of Thor he could’ve one or more, considering his activities on Earth over the past few decades before his disappearance. Known heroes tend to protect their offspring either by hiding them from their true identities or by keeping them under or over the radar, in other times and places. I guess he is from the latter pack, raised on Asgard or on his mother’s world.]
[Yes...you'd be correct, but Magni's grown up in Asgard and probably spent some time in Otherworld as well. He's old enough t'protect himself now--and he wished t'have knowledge of the modern world of "Midgard" as they call it. So, he decided t'attend university--and learn more of himself as well.] Gennie pointed out, [And Thor is still an occasionally used name in the Scandanavian countries. So, as far as anyone generally knows, he's a young fellow attending university abroad. Works fine for me, for him and he's been a very nice addition t'Little Avalon's neighborhood.]

[Not that this place would need any more uncommon bloodline or special power,] he commented wryly before he continued.

[Second, I recalled what I know about those Bladesingers and decided that they would fit into a good action flick with a lot of wire-fu and special tricks, like my homeland’s wuxias. But they aren’t from my area of expertise, not necessarily coming from the celestial dimensions, so I didn’t find much more than that.]

[Yes, they're warrior-mystics. Some are Physical Adepts, others are spellcasters more akin t'myself. Even a few aren't magically inclined at all--take my cousin, Niamh. She's a very highend psi-talent, but no Mage-gift.] Gennie agreed. [I'll have t'arrage for you t'meet Niamh--and she's soulwelded t'a noted wuxia by the name of Yu Jin.]
[Another branch of extreme warriors, how nice... One would think that there can’t be more but then you have to see that there is always another one, at least as powerful if not more... just like my homelands spirits and gods - every bush and rock has an own] he puckered his lips, eyes shining with humor.
[There's always those that are stronger and weaker than oneself. That's a fact of life, Biao.] she reminded the young archaeologist with a mock-punch to the arm--more of a touch than an actual hit.

[Sure, sure. I may be a young tiger, who has decades until his tail’s end will turn white but I learned a few things so far.] he replied moving with the fake punch as if he wanted to evade it and that would be the reason why it barely hit, not that Gennie intended so. They might insert a few physical lessons in between the magic ones, he mused. He wasn’t a physical adept of any sort, but thanks to his grandfather and to his heritage, he would qualify as an excellent martial artist on any such contest.
[We'll see how that turns out when you accompany me t'my morning session.] Gennie remarked to her new student, [Nightstar is whom I ususally work with--and she is Chinese. You'll probably like her, as she's very different from your grandfather.]

[Nightstar? The tattooist? I heard about her but never got the chance to walk into her art room. What’s her Chinese name?] he asked back furrowing his brows. [This nick’ isn’t that familiar from home.] 
When Gennie told him that she is really Lei Wu-xing, he recognized that as the name of the youngest daughter of "Duke of Thunder" who was the Chinese god of war and justice, among other things, so he raised both his brows and nodded knowingly. [Ah, the girl of the Thunderprince? I mean, surely I’m the younger but still...]
[Did she inherit the fighting skills from her parents?]

[She's around 600 or more years old, Biao. She's a highly accomplished wuxia in her own right. Good enough t'toss Raiden arse over tea kettle on more than one occasion, too. I've seen her spar with my cousin, Eithne Brightblade--one of the better Bladesingers. Seeing the two of them dance the blades is nothing short of breathtaking...even when one's drumming for them, it's even more magical.] Gennie enthused with a genuine smile brightening up her dark features, [Eithne's lived around 1300 years, so small wonder she is called "The Lady of Blades" in the Otherworlds...I've even heard say she's exceeded her father--who's only known as "The Lord of the Dance"--in skill and grace!]

[Impressive, I shall say, do I?] he smiled, barely ably to follow all those gods, goddesses and thousands of years old living legends who walked around Gennie and her shop. He knew that they exists, he heard about some of them, he even talked and met a very few of them, but this place seemed to drawn them like a magnet. Or was it the witch who he was conversing, he mused.

[You'll have t'see it t'really comprehend it.] the mystic assured him with gentle nudge to the ribs by her elbow. [And we're located atop a major locus, where there are several large nodes and a plethora of leylines merging. That's why Little Avalon is where it is.]

[A meeting and marketplace at the cross where the roads and highways of the universe are meeting? Now I know better why I want to sneeze without reason and what is that faint tingling in the depths of my nose...] he thought back while he tried to catch and hold her hand on a friendly way to prevent the continuing of the poking in between his ribs.
[Y'might say that...we see folks from other sidereals and stuff from time to time.] Gennie replied, squeezing Lao-hu's hand, [But like Anais, I'm one of a kind...there's only ONE of me in the Omniverse...aren't you glad of that?!]

[Why, yes I am. That way I’ll have some unpoked spot when I’ll leave,] he teased the witch, smirking.
[What? I can invent a cantrip for that...] she replied, completely seriously.

[Huh? A cantrip to poke me so many times like there’d be more of you or to protect me from your pokes between my ribs?] he raised a brow taking it into consideration before he noticed that she was serious, again. It was too easy to forget how she missed the jokes many times, he sighed, then shook his head. [Nevermind. My fault, couldn’t control the fun thoughts] he waved and apologized, hoping that she’ll leave it that, too.
[You're a cat in spirit. Of course you're having thoughts of fun.] Gennie agreed, patting his hand lightly, [You'll purr at times and want to chase and hunt. It doesn't make you any less of a...purrson...either!]

[Purrson?! That was almost a joke, witch] he smirked, [...even if its true, so far as I experienced...] he added shaking his head lightly.
[Sometimes I can succeed with a jest or clever pun. Not often, but it's known t'happen.] Gennie shrugged it off. [Just not very..]

[Nice. All effort counts,] he heartened her, smiling genuinely, but otherwise let it flow as he noticed that it isn’t something she’d like to talk about much and even that not now.

[So I take Niamh is another relative of yours?] he returned to the point where they conversation got sidetracked, [won’t she attend the Ren Faire? That seems like a good place to meet.]

[She might visit with Yu Jin.] Gennie confirmed, sending a tendril of thought out toward her cousin. [Yes...she'll try t'make it.]

[Nice] acknowledged the info Lao-hu along with a nod. That Faire will be an interesting place indeed, he thought.

Gennie's head popped up as she heard the chiming of a number of faerie bells--that'd be the 'herd' of Spawn, she thought--and looking at the stairs, they were rumbling down, with Agate herding them from behind, [Looks like the Spawn are here. Small wonder Touba, Stormy and Juju wanted t'hide in the office.]
[After the catnip-trip I don’t wonder...] he shrugged smiling wryly, [that makes the victim sleepy after the effect wears off.] he said on the tone of the experienced user. [I’m curious how you want to do this pairing. The small beast will swarm around poor guy and the one who got the higher on his leg will win?]
[I still want t'see what happens t'you. Someday. You can probably imagine Wan-who on it, as well.] the mystic remarked, [And Matching doesn't work quite like that. It's not just how they interact on a personal level, it's also if there's a psychic resonance between would-be Familiar and mystic. Y'know...chemistry...something that draws them together on a deeper level.]

Lao-hu generously let the wish about the catnip flow by his ears and replied only to the information about the pairing. [I know what you’re talking about] he nodded and he did. He remembered well how he met with Touba on a hunt, stalking up on her and surprising a small, fluffy cat in a bush just to be held by her green-tinted yellow eyes. He doesn’t remember how long they stared at each other but at the end he willed himself back to his human form and scooted the kitty up, bringing her back to the cloister. 
Gennie snapped her fingers and the door to the office slid shut on its track, stopping one of the Spawn from escaping within. She leaned over and picked up the kitty, and looked at the silver charm on his collar. It was Raven--whose 'faerie bell' was in the shape of his namesake and sported orange agate eyes.

She carried the sneaky, tricky kitty over to Magni, introducing the two telepathically--on a private thread of thought. He already had one of the Spawn leap to a shoulder, looking curiously at his sibling whilst the introductions were made...and Raven tentatively batted at the Asgardian's Thor's Hammer pendent. Apparently it was an auspicious sign, because Gennie handed Raven over to Magni and stepped back to see if he'd 'take' to the Asgardian as his sibling--who sported a small onyx-set-in-silver charm on his collar.

This was one of those times where Gennie's particular kind of Sight and unusually strong empathic talent came into good use--she could pick up on subtle things that a healing empath like Topaz or a fully Sight-gifted mystic like Anais might miss as she watched warrior-mage and magicats interact...the rest of the Spawn ignoring him after an initial, cursory examination.

Lao-hu could See, with his Othersight, that the magicats' auras were complimentary to the Asgardian's, the places they all intersected seemed calm and harmonious...and to his Truesight, everything somehow looked very 'right' together. It was the only way to describe it...

Gennie seemed satisfied with what she was sensing after about five minutes, and waved Magni back into one of the empty reading rooms that'd been reserved for the get-acquainted appointments, "...I'm just a thought away if you need anything, Magni."

"My thanks, m'Lady." he replied as he took 'his' two Spawn in the direction she'd indicated and disappeared into the room, door gently closing behind him.

"Well...that might take care of two..." Gennie muttered to no one in particular, thankful that Agate was willing to entertain the rest of the Spawn for the time being. She shot a look over at Lao-hu and Wan-hu, "What say you lot, Biao? Wan-who?"
Lao-hu stifled a smile at his aunts wrongly pronounced name, which so got an accent in a nice way. “They looked good with each other to my Tigersight,” he said then. “A nice trio, they’ll grow with time given the proper care and effort, I think. He grabbed more than a handful trouble, though, with those Spawn if I guess right.”
"As if Magni doesn't have an interesting enough life t'start with," Gennie chuckled as she considered the Asgardian and the two he'd picked, "His grandfather, Odin, is know for the two raven familiars he gained early on. Not so odd, perhaps, that Magni's drawn t'a magicat named Raven, and the other is Onyx..."
“The fun will be, when they’ll grow their own wings to pester him the more,” he chuckled, imagining the scene with the two winged kitten around the young Asgardian’s head, meowing for attention or flying head-on into trouble just to be saved by him. Maybe he should introduce such creatures into his next novel, he mused for a moment, placing a mental note on the idea. He was drawn to magical felinoids almost in any size, but while the bigger ones were for friend or sparring/hunting partner; the smaller ones oft needed help. This was a niche in the godly forces of the Shen religion as he learned and so he utilized the White Tiger’s protective powers for it.
Gennie snorted as she tried to stifle laughter, "Don't put it past them, Biao. They're magicats and they're not fully mature yet--so they might still manifest some rather interesting traits..."

“I know, I remember,” he smirked raising his palm, “I’m not supposed to suggest anything because they will hear and listen to, then do it right on or sometime later. Too late, I guess,” he replied, sweeping his stare over the remaining mischievous, black kittens in the shop’s front office. Some of them were staring in his direction, ears cocked and eyes gleaming with unknown - but definitely fun-oriented, from their view - thoughts.
Gennie tapped the tip of a finger on the palm of Lao-hu's hand, leaving a curious tingling behind, she could sense the lively curiosity in the magicats' minds, idears floating around--more individually than they had in months past, as the Spawn were starting to behave more as individuals than a 'hivemind'...

"Too late, most likely, Biao. They're each starting t'think of themselves as individuals...and learning about clever, useful idears..." Gennie chuckled softly, "I'm just glad they're going t'new homes...soon!
“You’ll find the shop will be quiet without them, still,” he warned her, “no matter how much mischief they caused or will cause in the last few hours they spend here. And then why not give some start to their new owners to see how they can handle the little rascals when they’re in playful mood and not being too cooperative,” he grinned.
"Oh, the ones we have appointments for have seen them growing up around here, Biao. They're already familiar with these fuzzy marauders." Gennie waved off his idear, as she'd already thought of that, "Now...let's see who's next...Mrs. Harkness is coming, as is young Mister Kaplan and Miss Kale..."

Her smartphone chimed, advising of some message or another, and when she checked, she had another acceptance, "And so will Miss Sefton...and Ms. Dane may be by later. She's expressed an interest in a Familiar in the past. So that's five, and with ten Spawn left, there's plenty of selection..."

"Miss Nichols was denied. My Aunt Kay as well. They're wholely unacceptable." Gennie continued as she looked over her list of acceptable and unacceptable mystics. "Gracie's not in a space t'need one right now. I'll have t'check with Uncles Al and Rik, too..."

Striped nodded listening to the names, a few familiar, but more not as she counted how many of the black kittens can be given away. Taking two familiar at once like the young Thorsson wasn’t a too common event so it was unlikely that it’ll happen again. If everyone will come today, it’ll surely take a good part of the day, even if one choice will last only half an hour or so, he mused. 
XXX.

Gennie's silvery head snapped up suddenly as she shot a look at Wan-hu, her face rapidly becoming pale under the dusky olive skintone, "D..did you feel *That*, Wan-who?"
The young mage’s eyes narrowed as he casted is extraordinary senses out at her sudden reaction, looking for clues what happened. “What happened?” he asked, though.
"That's what I'm trying t'figure out, Biao." Gennie grumbled as she pulled within herself for a moment and focused her psi-senses on the strange ripple she'd sensed in the Astral plane, "SOMEthing just happened, and as Obi-wan once said--"I sense a disturbance in the Force..." Well, I think this might just qualify!"

Lao-hu couldn't see the particulars with his Tigersight, but he could sense a fluctuation in magical energies...a subtle scent tainted the air in his nose, but with all the mixture incenses, herbs and the like in the shop, it wasn't going to be easy to tease out its specific identity...
Wan-hu had been standing there quiet since Magni had been selected by the two Spawnlings as if her attention was elsewhere. In reality her attention was trying to figure out something in the cosmos that seemed to be trying to get her attention, but eluding it at the same time... 
Just as she locked on to it, the "thing" vanished just as the "disturbance in the Force" happened. Only she knew just what the disturbance was, and fell to her knees weeping. Her voice trembled, "Anais....and Gracie... are... gone..."
The young mage’s eyes narrowed as he set his jaws in surprise, staring at his fallen aunt. He sniffed again, desperately trying to identify what he smelled while he looked at Gennie then back at Wan-hu. He then stepped closer and crouched next to her, placing his hand on her shoulder lightly. “Gone?” he repeated the word disbelieving. “Gone as if left to another dimension? Gone as if lost from your senses? Or gone as if...” he paused, “as if dead?” It sounded like an impossible thing. He didn’t know Gracie that well, only through her teachings but she was so alive and full with energies that the last option sounded completely foul to him.
"You sure, Grannie?" Gennie asked, becoming quite concerned, "I can't risk opening up my Sight t'the whispers of the Omniverse if there's that much distortion going on..."

Wan-hu couldn't stop the tears from flowing in her eyes, "Gone as in, dead, I'm afraid." she replies, her voice still trembling. "Even had they moved to another dimension, or were lost to my senses, I would still be able to feel traces of them. There is... there is nothing left of ether to feel." she finishes, still crying. Lao-hu could see Wan-hu was fighting to keep her emotions under control, but seemed to be losing. "I... I need to be alone for a while... else I'll level the city... excuse me.." 
The young godling wanted to ask more, still not understanding fully the events, but he was sensible enough for others to know when he needs to stop asking and only be there or let the others go. He squeezed her shoulder one last time gently, then stood and stepped one step back, sighing. There must be something behind and he wanted to know the why and how...
"A'right. You take some time, Grannie." Gennie replied, locking up her own head until Wan-hu departed. She could feel her 'kitteh-godsmother's' distress--even through her own formidable psychic and mystic defenses, "I've got t'keep things running here..."

With that, all the versions of her vanished from Earth and re-appeared in her private mage-workroom. It being keyed to her, locked itself down in preparation for the onslaught it could sense brewing in her... Her selves merged into one and she wailed loudly, dropping her shields, dampeners, and control of her powers as she also unleashed a magical maelstrom inside the room...

And back in the shop, Gennie perched on the stool behind the cash register and shook her head, rubbing her temples slightly, "...I'm not so sure...but something tells me that we're not going t'be getting any answers any time soon, Biao. After the Spawn meet n' greets are done, I think we'll take lunch over at Dion's and I'm going t'use my 'sledge hammer tarot' t'pull a reading. There's got t'be a Pattern I can See..."
Lao-hu walked up to her and leaned to the register, staring up to the ceiling for a while, taking time to phrase his questions and waving feelings, then he looked at Gennie. “How can she be so sure about it?” he asked, “Death isn’t in her portfolio; that isn’t running in the family! Why doesn’t she ask Yan Wang at first? Or you Hera to question Hades? Or any other true deity you know and can answer truly?!”
"I'm going t'look into it, Your Fuzziness. She's a Water tigger, you're a Metal tigger. Water-types feel things very deeply..." she replied, working internally to set painblocks on the vague shadows of migraine that were beginning to reach the surface. "If you'll give me a tic, I'm talking t'Hera right now..."

“This isn’t something what a feeling or a spark of power can convey clearly enough, I think,” he grumbled, his voice troubled, not really from the news yet but how Wan-hu reacted to it. A goddess, even if only a lesser one, weeping on the floor! That was unimaginable.
"Gracie and Anais are old and dear chums of hers, Biao," Gennie replied quietly. "I think she's around 250-300 years old... Anais and Gracie're like...twice that. Consider how you love your sister and Touba....and would you not be upset on some level, if something happened t'either of them? I can't say exactly "how" close of friends they were, but Wan-who has been like an auntie t'me--inspite of being my 'godsmother' at Gracie's request--that just cemented things more firmly as she's long been an 'unofficial' part of what family I am close to..."
“I’d be upset to no end, you’re right. Most probably I’d run to those I think...” he paused for a moment, then re-considered, “...I know that would be able to answer my requests or, considering the possibly mood, my demands to clarify either version. Would the worst be true, I could then fall and let my pain and wrath out to wreck anything near. Before that, its only wasting time,” he explained the most likely scenario how he would behave in a situation like this. But this was only calculation, knowing his mind and soul and projecting it forward. He wasn’t a seer, so it could happen otherwise, but he hoped he’d never get into one.
“But as you said, she is Water and I am Metal. We are similar and we are not, in the same time, and it’s good as it is,” he said sighing.

Gennie's train of thought was interrupted as the unchosen Spawn swirled around her feet and Magni Thorsen rejoined them, noting Gennie's paler, somewhat distressed body language, "Art thou unwell, m'Lady? I thought that I sensed something in the outer planes for a moment..."

"You did, Magni. Something seems t'have happened t'Anais and my great-grandmum, Gracie...hit Wan-who right between the eyes, too." Gennie replied to the young Asgardian, "She was actively "looking" for something at the same time--y'know what the backwash can be like. I can't risk taking a look until things settle down a bit."

"This I understand." he agreed, Raven and Onyx jumping down to the counter top from their perch on his shoulders, "Wouldst thee object to my remaining here, as Madame Yi has departed and left thee without an Adept at thy back..."

"I don't mind, Magni. Biao's got some spellcrafting, but I don't want t'be caught off guard, by some chance of someone deciding t'sniff around and see if they can raise trouble, knowing Anais isn't here t'defend Little Avalon." Gennie sighed aloud, "Between you, Biao and I, we should be able t'deal with most of the nuissances I could anticipate...for now, I need t'see about getting the Spawn settled. There's several more appointments this morning, and Hera's said she'll join us for lunch at Dion's..."

Striped stepped forward and offered a hand to shake to the Asgardian mage, introducing himself officially if his name was said more than once but this didn’t happen yet. “Nice to meet you, Magni. Biao, that’s me,” he said. “A nick, actually, what Gennie invented lately... Yi Lao-hu, or Striped, at your service. My spellcrafting is not too well-variable yet, so I’m glad that we’ll have someone more experienced at hand until things settle.”
"Wellmet, Biao," Magni greeted the younger Oriental mystic while taking up the nickname Gennie had offered. His hands were large, calloused from his swordsmanship and martial training, but the grip steady and firm. Not surprising, since he was possibly over seven feet tall. "And though I am not needfully more experienced than Lady Gennie, I do have a greater degree of power upon which I may call...I hope that my presence shall offer a deterrant to those who might hath considered Little Avalon to be underserved and underprotected."

A wry smile ghosted Lao-hu’s lips before disappearing quickly as he noted to himself that he’ll remain Biao from now on, probably, at least within the circle of those who knew Gennie, since the nick went on the common route of the similar ones - once one used it enough times, it stuck. Still, better than the Latin version, he shrugged barely noticeable. 
On a way, it was strange to shake hands with Thor’s son, both because of his heritage and because he still wore the form Gennie pulled out and that was inches taller than his normal so he didn’t need to stare upward as much as he was used to and his grip was stronger, too. A bit pride on his own side, he thought, but then pushed the thought back into the dark forests of the forgotten things in his mind’s depth.

“Hope for the best and prepare for the worst,” nodded to the Asgardian, quoting the old proverb.

"Thou hast the right of it, methinks," Magni replied.

He then turned back to the witch, leaning back to the counter next to her. “Hera? Another good news,” he smiled thinly. And hopefully she’ll have some more, it’d be good to straighten things out, he thought.
"Dunno yet." Gennie shrugged, "I'm hoping that she can keep Faye outta my hair for the time being, as I don't care to get in t'an argument with my cousin's grandmum at the moment. I'm not exactly at my best, considering this is my best chum and business partner, my healer-chum *and* my great-grandmum, y'know, guys?"
“Understandable,” nodded Striped, squeezing her shoulder gently and leaving his hand on it for a moment longer. “We are here to help, just tell what,” he added.
"Right now, I've got t'concentrate on getting the Spawn properly Matched--save Juju, who's just not ready t'be considered yet." Gennie advised the two men, looking upward to the old tin-type ceiling and sighing, "I'll appreciate t'hear your thoughts on the Matches as well--I want t'make sure these fuzzy marauders go t'good companions, so look for harmonious blends in their auras, look for the way they interact and treat the fuzzies and at their minds, as well..."

“I can do that,” agreed the young mage, nodding. “Well, except the mind-thing, that is out of reach for me… yet, anyway,” he added. “One thing is sure, I’m fairly good at reading cat-language and that’ll help,” he smiled.

"And I really DO NOT want t'deal with Faye. Maybe I should give my cousin, Elisabeth, a heads up and see if she wants t'visit her grandmum while she's in town?" Gennie muttered as she considered her options before Mrs. Harkness arrived. "That's the most polite option..."
“Isn’t your foster mom keeping her occupied?” he asked furrowing his brows but a moment later his features smoothed in understanding. “Ah, but she’ll come to lunch with us and so someone else needs to be sent into action. Isn’t any other happening nearby where you can send her out to spend some time and let you go along with stuff meanwhile?”
"Yes, she's distracted for now--but Faye can be a royal-pain-in-the-arse without having to be in my presence. Time t'call in the cousin card and make sure she stays distracted." Gennie replied, as an older woman--possibly in her late 60s--entered the shop, the chimes jingling again. "Hullo, Mrs. Harkness. Right on time, as always..."

"But of course." the elder witch smiled at Gennie, "I'll look about and let the young ones get a sense of me, and then we'll see who's going home with me, and the supplies I require."

Gennie nodded, letting the older woman go about her business, the kitties taking an interest in her...following her about the store as she filled her shopping bag with various candles, herbs, and useful things for the variety of witchcraft she practiced.

....and so it went for the rest of the morning. Practicioners of the mystical arts meeting with and gradually whittling down the number of Spawn so that by lunchtime, the only felines remaining in the shop were Touba, Squeejee, Juju, Stormy and Agate. Gennie, Magni and Lao-hu had worked together to ensure good Matching and homes for the Spawn...and Gennie considered the options for fully Uplifting Stormy. She'd have a private chat with her foster-mother about that.

She put out some fresh sushi and organic catsnacks for the fuzzies, and then left Pat and Cass to watch the shop as she headed off for lunch upon their return from their own lunches... Magni and Lao-hu joined Agate and herself in heading across the street to Dion's to meet Hera...
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They barely left the shop when Touba ran after them and jumped on Lao-hu’s leg, clawing her way up to his shoulder, to her usual spot where she lied down, sort of a muffler, huffing into his ear. “You didn’t think you can leave me there, did you?” she asked, the thick Chinese accent seeping through her voice.
The young archaeologist mage bit his lower lip after the initial surprise yelp while his familiar made her way upward, then growled under his nose, glancing at her sideways. “I was hoping for a quiet lunch, after all those Spawning around,” he mocked. It was an interesting experience for sure, but tiring too. He wasn’t used to using his Tigersight and other empathic abilities this intensively within such a limited timeframe. 

He knew, though, that if Touba wanted to come, no one could step into the way, so he looked at Gennie, thumbing at his companion. “Hope you don’t mind...” he said, his tone holding the question.

Gennie gave Touba an appraising look, steel grey eyes meeting golden-green as she rubbed her hands together and then touched Touba on the forehead--causing all her puffy fur to stand on end with static--making her look like a giant puffball sitting on Lao-hu's shoulders, "...we'll see. One would've thought Touba might like to explore the shop without us...and now that it's mostly Spawn-free. Who knows what sort of nifty hiding places she'll miss out on, since Juju and Stormy have the run of the place?"

“Hey!” the puffy kitten cried out in surprise when her fur was electrified and pawed at her nose to clear the remnants of the energy out from it. “That was nasty,” she said eyes narrowing as she stared back, rolling various thoughts in her mind how she could repay the trick but the sudden shift in Lao-hu’s shoulder warned her to remain relatively modest. She clawed him in response, deeper than it was needed to remain in place - which was an automatism between them, anyway -, just to remind him that she wasn’t happy.
The thought of the empty shop caught her interest, nonetheless, so she tilted her head, watching the witch intently to see her intentions. “Alone and free? Wherever I want?” she asked suspiciously.
"I think I'll see if Dion's got any chupacabra t'feed you, Your Puffiness. It's supposed t'be quite the delicacy t'some carnivorous pallattes..." the mystic added, though exactly what it was, she wasn't saying. She already knew what she wanted for lunch--one of her all-time comfort meals--since she was having one of 'those' days already.

“Chupacabra? Sounds tasty... is that something fishy? Or what?” she questioned obviously having no clue what it was. She was torn between the opportunity to roam in the shop or to get something delicious to eat.
"I can't say, Fluffball." Gennie replied with a slight shrug, "It's not the sort of thing that would appeal t'me. According t'cryptozoologists, it's a landbased predator that can only be hunted by those with great skill--it's is a very dangerous beastie t'hunt from the stories I've heard."

“Now that is something appealing!” interjected Lao-hu, getting a sideways look from Touba in turn. “Where is this thing living exactly? Or at least, which part of the world it is supposed to be living?”

“Aww, now he is starting…” rolled Touba her eyes sighing, shooting a sharp glance at Gennie. “Better keep an eye on him else he’ll be lost for weeks, hunting,” she said dryly, “and I’ll have to miss my comfy pillows and warm comforters...” she added; then it was her turn to receive a sideways glance and a tongue, stuck out.
"Well, Biao can go hunting, and you can stay with me, Stormy and Juju." Gennie suggested with a wink. "I can conjure sushi with the best of 'em..."

“Sweet,” she considered the offer, but then sighed only, “but can’t accept. We’re linked too much to be that afar long, y’know. Besides, someone must be there who knows how to live outside and guard the big kitty.” 
“Shut up, you fluff,” grumbled Striped, pulling a strand of fur on her chin gently, but then stroked the familiar’s back with a move of his head right after. Clearly, friendly banter wasn’t an uncommon thing between the two.

"We'll make a city-kitty out of you yet," Gennie replied, though it wasn't clear which one of them she was referering to.

Magni simply chuckled at the sheer ammount of puff that Touba possessed, "Art thou certain thou art feline and not some other sort of creature?"
“I’m not a creature!” complained the cat, huffing at Magni and again clawing in his master’s shoulder, making him wince. Then Lao-hu shook his head, a soft smile lurking on his lips as he reached up and scratched his familiar’s chin and turned so she could see the Asgardian as well, not just Gennie. “She is feline, though a rare kind, breeding only in middle China. Their numbers are fading, thanks to the growing human impact in their territories,” he explained.
"Ah, so thou art from the Middle Kingdom across the vast tundra wastes of the Russias and then somewhat south, yes?" Magni nodded, not being as familiar with the Orient, Africa or New World as he was Northern Europe. It was something he was rectifying by attending university and broadening his horizons with a liberal arts degree. 
“Rocky mountain slides and semi-desert areas, rather, and mostly south to Russia since they are like child in the snow, struggling to walk normally and gathering huge snow- and iceballs on their fur.” Touba nodded in agreement, shivering as she recalled the rare occasions she met with snow, deeper than an inch. It took lengthy minutes to free herself from those icy grips.
He couldn't help but remark upon her apparent expression and facial motif, "Such a sad little ball of puff. Perhaps a haunch of this creature Lady Gennie refers to should improve her spirits..."

Magni seemed to play into Gennie's jest about chupacabra, not realising he was helping her cause, "Probably...Dion reports that he does have some--though not a full haunch. I do believe you're in for quite the treat, Your Fluffiness."

“Okay, I’ll see then a portion of that haunch,” she nodded, easing up that she could come. Besides, the shop will be Spawn-free later as well, since they were paired out and taken to their new homes, she thought, cheering up with the idea of unrestrained exploring.

"We'll discuss explorations later, Puffball." Gennie remarked lightly.

“Sure,” she agreed lowering her head a bit but her tone and look held more than a little mischief.
Agate snickered as only a Cait Sidhe could, padding through the open doors of Dion's and heading for Gennie's usual table--a high-top pub table with several chairs around it. One of the waitresses was already putting a booster seat in one for Touba to have the 'right' height to the table for eating...and quickly enough, Agate was in one of the chairs, sitting comfortably as though she were an old hand at dealing with humanoid dining arrangements.

"Hiya, Cleo. Dion's supposed t'have some chupacabra for Her Fluffiness there. Everybody else know what they want?" Gennie asked her companions, "My foster mum's supposed t'drop by and join us any time now, too...."
Touba let herself put down to the place meant for her by Lao-hu, and practically beamed hearing that she’ll receive the specialty. He sat down next to her not without the backthought that his presence will help her behaving... “No, I’d like to run over the menu card, if you’d please, thank you.” he replied looking at the waitress. Once he got one he sank into it, rolling over the pages, searching for strongly spiced, hot meals what he liked the most.
"Here you go, Biao!" Cleo replied, handing over menu folder for Lao-hu, "You might like the chili con carne--full of meat and extremely spicy. Dion's been experimenting with Ghost Chili..."

Striped raised a brow at the call as he looked up at the waitress. He didn’t remember that anyone would call him by name after their arrival or talked about his preference of spices, if only Gennie wouldn’t call ahead from the street. Which wasn’t unlikely, considering the chupacabra-thing with Touba. Still, it bugged him a bit, so he asked rather. “Another telepath around, miss? Or some other trick to know the hungry customer’s name and feeding habits?”
"I'm no telepath, cutie." Cleo replied with a conspiratorial grin, "I'm a Seer--precog and postcog--so I know what you've been called, and I have a sense of what you'll be wanting. And trust me on the chili con carne."

“Ghost Chili?” he asked then, focusing more on the meal. “Made of those or making the customer one after the plate?” he chuckled though he knew that it was one of the - if not The - strongest peppers on mundane Earth. “I’m in for a plate,” he volunteered, “but spare for me a glass of kiwi-cherry milkshake made from goat milk just for safety, okay?”

"It's called "Ghost Chili" and you'll love it, if you love spicy...so one big bowl of the chili con carne it is. I'll make sure you have a nice milkshake when you need it, too." Cleo promised with a gleam in her amber eyes.

“Nice from you, thanks,” smiled Lao-hu at her and gave the menu card back, letting the others take their courses as well.
The waitress already had a very good idear of what Agate wanted, but also knew just how much the Cait Sidhe could handle of the steamed crab swimming in garlic butter. She'd make sure some mint and the kind of veggies that helped such a sentient's digestion were included...

"If thou wouldst request the breadbowl vinison stew, the steamed veggetables and a loaf of the pumpernickel, with butter and honey, and a tall mead, Mistress Cleo?" Magni requested, as he'd already had a breadbowl full of a hearty vinison stew, a half-loaf of bread, fresh butter and honey and a plate of steamed veggies amind, "M'Lady, woudst thou care to share Dion's pumpernickel with me?"

"Oh, geez...twist my arm, Magni. Y'know I love that stuff. So, we'll split it, and I'd like the meatloaf, baked potato--butter, salt, pepper, chives only--and the *other* veggie of the day..." Gennie chimed in, "I'll take a tall raspberry pale ale and some fresh razzies t'start with..."

"Gotcha...and you want the peas-carrots-and-corn, not the broccali-and-cauliflower..." Cleo confirmed with an impish grin, "I know you, Magni. You want a pile of veggies as big as your head *and* the biggest stew we have. I mean, I've heard of healthy eating and healthy appitites, but you're one of a kind, sweetie!"

Magni shrugged and his ears turned rather pink, batting big green eyes at her, "I'm a growing god, Mistress Cleo. I require suitable sustinence..."

She lightly whacked him in the back of the head with a menu, "The answer's still 'no', sweetie...you've got the wrong equipment. If you pull your dad's trick and transgender, then we'll talk..."

Gennie held up her hands in a T-for-time-out, "TMI, you two..."

They both turned and stuck their tongues out at her...

"...kids..." Gennie groaned, shooting a long-suffering glance at Touba.
The moppy cat chuckled - an odd sound, indeed, coming from such a creature – and nodded, though she wasn’t disturbed by the banter, having set her mind on the oncoming feast and the legendary creature she’ll receive for tasting. Lao-hu just shrugged, not being much support either.
"Oy..." Gennie groaned, throwing up her hands, "You're no help...either one of you kittenoids!"

“Don’t say to me that you’re surprised by that,” chuckled Lao-hu, looking apologetically at her with his mismatched eyes, playing on them again even though she said that she is immune to that. Old habits die hard, true in this case, too. “They didn’t do anything bad, anyway. Yet.” The gender-thing was discussed already, after all, though with Anais, right here in another booth.
"Reminds me of why I've always let Anais and Topaz deal with the young hooligans." Gennie grumbled, as she thought of the interns, who were now her problem. "And I'm not looking forward t'having t'deal with 'em myself on a daily basis...maybe I should nominate Pat t'do that too...."

“What would remain for you to do, then?” asked Lao-hu teasingly, tilting his head a bit as he looked at the grumbling witch. “Some of the older “kids” like me and the shop keeping? I doubt that she’d be too spirited to accept that duty, she has other obligations as well, I think.” 
"Yes...teaching you, keeping you outta trouble--that's almost a full time job--overseeing the store's operations." Gennie continued grumbling, "Pat's involved with that school for mutants, her husband's the headmaster, and with Miss Frost's involvement, so the younger ones' essential education's not a worry--but I do not wish t'have t'counter any of Miss Frost's idears on acceptable uses of psi-talent, so I'll probably wind up helping Pat and Cass with them anyway... whether I continue teaching at Columbia past the fall term remains t'be seen. There's only so many bloody hours in a day, and even *I* need a few hours trance a night..."

“Nah, I’m not that bad, am I?” he protested raising his palm to resist the accusation. “We barely even know each other longer than a day, so you couldn’t see me in real trouble yet!”

“True,” chimed in Touba looking smugly. “I saw him punished more than a few times, either by his own backfired spells, botched survival skills or by the mentors back at the cloister. Phew,” she whistled, “those stories...”
The sentence was cut of by a whack on the back of her head and then a pull on her hair as Lao-hu stared at her sharply and shook her a few times. “Maybe Wan-hu was right... you talk too much,” he grumbled, but in spite of his scowl his doings were gently, more the notion than the actual harm meant by them. The kitten pulled her neck back between her shoulders as a way of capitulation but she managed to wink at the others nonetheless.

Gennie gave Touba a stern look--the watermark in her steel grey eyes shifting quite notisably. A hint of her divinity peeking out of her otherwise lowkey presence, "I do not tolerate anyone abusing those I mentor. Any manner of mistreatment does no good to neither mentor nor protoge, I do not find such things amusing in any manner...and if those 'masters' come within my reach, they shall learn of my displeasure with immediacy!"

“They weren’t that bad,” said Lao-hu silently, defending his former masters. “Usually I was who did something wrong, missed a class or went exploring instead of learning what they gave me. I’m not too good with homework,” he shrugged apologetically. A few hours or days of extra duties were bearable, much more than the almost deathly strictness of his grandfather, anyway. The long-haired cat nodded, looking at her master and stroked her head at his arm, comforting the bigger felinoid.
"Now that I'm your mentor, I'll be the judge of their treatment of you, as it impacts you in the here and now." Gennie told him, her tone quiet and sympathetic, those grey eyes holding his, "It's very common for the person who's suffered abuse t'try and excuse their abuser, take the 'blame' and make the abuse out t'be less than it actually was, Biao. Stop it. Now."

“I wasn’t abused by them,” still he refused the idea. “I got my rightful chiding for what I did or not did but should’ve,” he explained his thoughts on the matter. “I would not defend who would step over my limits of morality or sense of rightness, with one single exception - my grandfather, who is kin to me, with blood like mine. But for you, I’ll stop talking about it.”
“You should stretch the day, then, if it isn’t long enough,” looked Lao-hu back at Gennie, smiling, his eyes still holding some of the clouds he gathered because of the talkative familiar. “Or call in others to help, like Magni here. Surely you know more than a few Master or Adept who can help out occasionally, I reckon.”

"You've no idear how exhausting a timebending is, Biao. Adepts can do so more easily than a Master." she sighed aloud, "And unfortunately, most of the Masters and Adepts I'm acquainted with are within the Order of the Ladies of the Lake...and *most* of them would prefer t'stay as far away from me as is possible."

“True, I have no idea. That is another part of my missing education and experience what needs to be wrapped up. It is at the bottom of my list, though, so no worries,” admitted the young mage nonchalantly, shrugging along. “Why are they shunning you?”

"Becuase I'm walking proof that their traditions, their memes and methods aren't necessary t'spellcraft. I use what works, I invent new ways of doing things on the fly." Gennie replied, demonstrating a casting that conjured a fresh rose out of apparently nothing--only visualising the form, shape and feel of the flower, stem and leaves...the particular scent of a classic crimson red variety she liked. "I don't use fancy words, rare or wierd ingredients, funky rituals or whatever. T'quote the Nike commercials, I "just do it..." and that's all. I keep my various magical tomes and 'book of shadows' and references on my iPADD or iPhone...a back up copy on DVD and flashdrive in my safe.. I don't need t'remember formulae and specific ingrediants or ritual 'tools' t'cast spells that many of them do..."

"I mean, I live in the modern age and use modern tools...and I guess it scares the bloody hell out of them, cause alot of 'em don't seem t'handle change management very well." Gennie shrugged. She didn't let it bother her too much, most of the time.

“I don’t mind modern stuff, as long I can bend it to my taste. How it works with my magic, it still lies in the future since all what I know is what I was taught to and those are traditional spells. But if you look at the history, its full of such stories, changers and revolutionist were feared and expelled by their comrades long, until their stuff became wide-spread and they noticed that it is actually working.”
"I'm going t'drag you and your magic in t'the 21st century, Biao. Trust me on this..." Gennie grinned at Lao-hu, "And yeah, they're not going t'be happy until they *have* t'start doing things differently..even then, I predict much complaining and grumbling will occur."

“You have 5 and a half year to do that, Lady,” grinned the felinoid mage back. “The Age of Aquarius is coming - even I know that; many pantheons will be at their turn after eons of peaceful laziness and being forgotten. They better do their wailing and sniffing fast if they want to remain on the surface of the tide. Until that happens, we can let them take their grumbling and complaints, maybe cast a spell or two to keep the noises out of our ears, huh?”
Gennie blew a Bronx cheer at Biao, "I'm just as happy that they mostly stay out of my way for now, Biao. I might be tempted t'turn 'em in t'pidgeons if they vexed me...."

"In the area, Anais, Topaz and I were the strongest trio of mystics that regularly live and work within NYC. Vonda Dane has prior obligations t'her "superhero" friends in X-Factor, which includes her younger sister and friends who are essentially her family. I'm on friendly terms with her, but I don't like t'distract her from the important things she's already involved with...many of the others who visited today--t'be Matched with one of the Spawn--are resident in other localities, and have duties t'their communities of residence." she explained. "There's folks like Nightstar, who have specific sort of mystical talent, and are extremely versatile with it--but they're not true mages--mage-gifted--like you, Magni and I are."

“I see. Wherever you turn, there are only limited possibilities and problems, listening to what you are saying. One would think that such a strong place like Little Avalon would have more protector or would magnetize more magically talented people who could help out in need,” he shook his head. “If not on this Earth then on others...”
“I know that in my family I’m counting strongly gifted, even my masters said when my spells grew stronger than expected on my level of knowledge and practice, but I never thought that my gift is this rare.”

"Adepts aren't a dime-a-dozen, Biao." Gennie pointed out, using cantrip to make Touba's fur start waving of it's own accord. She wasn't going to let the Pallas Cat to get *too* complacent... "Masters are more common than Adepts, but lesser mage-gifts, Journeymen, hedge wizards, kitchen witches, wisewomen and herbalists, all that is the most common of all...and rarest of all are Great Adepts."

“I know the list, but not the rarity of each step. It can shadow one’s thoughts and judgment if he meets many who can shape the Craft,” he shrugged though he spent attention to her words, noticing the teaching within them. The Pallas Cat squirmed in place as her fur waved and tiny sparks jumped from tip to tip, making her tail look like a brush and stinging her nose the end. 

She shot a look at Gennie, suspecting her behind the trick but couldn’t do anything against other than rolling on the pillow and to the back of the seat because her only ability what would maybe affect Gennie would be much more spectacular. The little felinoid even glanced at Agate for help with a soft meow.
Agate was trying not to snicker between tidbits of sushi, her forehead wrinkling up as she shook her head slightly at Touba, [You're sparkling, Pufftail. Perhaps your electrifying personality? Or paybacks for giving Biao..static..earlier, hm?]

[My personality, of course!] she replied sharply, even now keeping her big mouth but then she reconsidered the question. [He wouldn’t... can’t do that, it must’ve been the Mistress,] she squirmed, huffing and sneezing as she rubbed her nose with his paws. [I can only walk free and bind others, nothing against this...] she shivered, tiny sparks jumping from hair to hair at places and all her fur standing out making her almost double her size. [Please...?] she begged, yellow-green saucer-like kitteh-eyes staring at the bigger one.
Finally taking a bit of pity on the poor fluffball, Agate used a little of her own inherant magic and countered the static effect, [I could help you with some of this problem with being a dustbunny...]

[How?] she asked, shivering after the last spark has faded and beginning to clean herself, slowly regaining the control over her fur.
[There is a Druid and healer of creatures mundane and magical here in Little Avalon, and he and his mate have a sort of 'spa' for ones such as you and I. I have an appointment to enjoy being bathed, brushed, groomed and pampered for later in this week. Perhaps you might care to join me?] Agate asked.

[I’m not that fond of water but if you suggests then it can’t be bad. All the other grooming stuff can come at any time so the answer is yes! Thank you for the invitation.] the smaller cat replied thankfully.
[You're welcome. I'm certain you'll find this to be quite pleasant in comparison to your last experiences with water.] Agate assured the Pallas Cat, [Most Cait Sidhe, myself included, absolutely loathe being dirty...and there are other means to enjoy the process of getting clean.]

[No feline likes to be dirty,] agreed the smaller cat, slowly managing to arrange her fur into a more comfortable fashion, so she could turn her attention back to her plate. She spared a low glance for Gennie, though, and a brush of her tail to Lao-hu before she started eating again. [If you say, surely it’ll be good.]
The Asgardian nodded, having broader knowledge of the mystical community here and in Europe as well as the Otherworld, "M'Lady hath it rightly. Those who hath strong mage-gifts are not as common as one might think. Mayhap t'will be wiser for me to continue to my studies here and help where I may. Thy cousin that teaches at Lady Nightstar's school hath the skill to instruct me as to the fighting arts of Bladesong, and from you, I may continue to master the magical. And so I shall remain here in service of Little Avalon...therein, you shall have an Adept at thy back."

Gennie hadn't expected that decision from the young Asgardian, but his Pattern tended to be unpredictable at best. She couldn't always anticipate what Magni Thorsen intended, but she wouldn't turn down his offer to continue his studies and residency in Little Avalon.

"Thanks, Magni." she replied simply, reaching over to squeeze her friend's hand. "The help'll be muchly appreciated."
A few minutes later a generous sampling of appitizers and drinks were brought around for the table... various forms of sushi and cavier for the felines, some very spicy taquitos for Lao-hu, fried cheese sticks for Magni and cinnamon-apple-mini-pies were slipped in front of Gennie...
Striped lifted one taquito, sniffed at it then clacked with his tongue before he began munching on it. There were some mmms and stomach-growling what showed his appreciation for the food, preparing for the main course. “I’ll probably like this place,” stated the young mage after some time.
"Good...you name it, Dion seems t'have a source for it. I'll have t'check on whether he's going t'have any Draco Occidentalis for you t'try one of these days...of course, that'd mean there's one that's gone rogue and needs t'be dealt with, first." she muttered, nibbling on the mini-pies. Dealing with another of those wasn't something she wanted to deal with--unless she had an experienced Adept at her back...or could plan out some strategies, surprises and stuff in advance. Then she'd have the rogue right where she wanted it.

"And don't go wishing that we have one go rogue, either. Had t'deal with one about 2 years ago, and that's too recent for my liking..." Gennie warned the two guys and two furballs at her table.

Magni nodded, "I assure you, I hath no wish to cross one of those at this time..."

Striped finished the taquito he was chewing on at the moment, using the time to look at everyone around the table, measuring their intents and apparent feelings. He came to the conclusion that both Gennie and Magni spoke earnestly and he remembered the talk he had with the witch as well, where she got angry when he spoke about his thoughts on dragons. It didn’t go well... though he still not liked the big lizards, only on his plate or in uncomfortable narrow places, working as heater or something for the cloister. 
“I see it’s a lasting memory,” he said. “In that unfortunate event if it happens again, may I join? Never had the opportunity to hunt on a high lizard on the Western fields yet. And I’m certainly intrigued to taste a steak from it! Rare,” he added, his smile having a certain wildness in it.
Gennie just rolled her eyes, "You're not hunting dragons without the right permissions, Biao. I expect you t'abide the Code of Sentience!"

“Sir, yes, Sir! I’ll ask for license first!” he saluted, then slumped back on his chair, looking at her with a very cat-like expression on his face. “The Code of What?”
"The Code of Sentience." Gennie rolled her eyes again, "It's a collective code of the rights and responsibilities of sentient beings from the Otherworlds. I'm surprised your grandfather didn't insist on instructing you on *this*--as it is integral t'the mutual cooperation between various realms of the Otherworlds...."
“I think he was on the opinion that China and its gods count, everyone else isn’t,” he shrugged sourly. “I already passed the limits he set when I learned about other deities and their portfolio, history, interactions and skills. I think I wanted to know more about my ancestor through others’ eyes. On the other hand, I know only two Other Worlds, one where I studied and a small part of the Forest of the White Tiger, so I didn’t need to know Codas so far.”
"Hmph...narrowminded and short sighted is he who fails t'look beyond his own borders." Gennie quoted one of Gracie's old proverbs.
“His farthest travel was when we moved to Hong Kong from Inner-China, and even that wasn’t by his choice but a forecast from another of the clan, with the gift of the foresight and closer connection to the Tiger, now I know. Still, he did what was his duty after my parents moved to their next life, I can only thank to him for that.”
“I have my own decisions and ideas to work with, though.” he smiled, biting onto the last precourse.
"Mmmhmmm..." Gennie murmured as she ate the last mini-pie, taking note of the fact that Lao-hu's ancestor lived in a city she knew quite intimately, having spent a good bit of time there when her late grandmother had been a professor at the British colonial university therein. "So, it seems both you and I were raised by grandparents...though perhaps mine was kinder than yours--and sorrier the fate of your parents than of mine--in my birth mother's case, I can only hope that whatever afterlife or nextlife that harriden gets is exactly what she deserves...for my grandmum? I hope she knows the peaceful life among fellow scholars and philosophers in Tir nan Og or Elysium..."
“Father was a police officer, they both died in a shooting what the investigators said was a revenge for a former case,” Striped revealed part of his story silently. “Grandfather later said that there was more in that but that wasn’t for mere humans to uncover and he never said more no matter how hard I pressed,” he sighed, feeling the ache in his heart as vivid as ever at the place where he kept his parents images. 

“Maybe he would say more now, but lately we aren’t speaking much,” he admitted. Because you tend to avoid the old crow, he thought then to himself, only visiting your sister and her family with Grandma; that could be a cause, too. And I could’ve asked after from others as well, but then I had problems in the present, and no time to mourn over lost things, the thought circled in his mind before he casted it back down.
“You are a powerful witch, in vicinity and on daily basis with gods; you could ask after your grandma or settle the faith of your mother, couldn’t you?”
"Hera sicced the Erinyes--aka "The Furies"--on "that cult", Biao. The Erinyes assured me that justice was done, and it's wiser not t'question them about such matters." Gennie pointed out as she stacked up the plates from the appetitisers and hors d'ouerves. "If they said it's done. It's done. Trust them and leave it at that...."

“I see. Then there is nothing to mourn, borrowing your way, since what happened happened, justice is done, you can live in the present and look into the future?” he asked back half-teasing, he knew that she didn’t mean that earlier sentence this way. “On the other hand, I think curiousness is one of the things which are bringing the World forward, constantly seeking new or hidden things and ways to work and live with.”
"Maybe. It's a battle some days, though I do enjoy history greatly. Just not particularly fond of my own." Gennie shrugged slightly, taking another sip of her beverage. "I've been told that "Curiosity" should've been my middle name...but I think there's others with a prior claim t'that."

Cleo returned with a fresh round of drinks, and the mention that their food would be arriving shortly before she swirled away with the pile of empty plates and glasses...

“There are always others to do something before you,” shrugged the young mage, too, after the waitress went on her way. “Some of them even carry it out before you. The question is, who’ll be known for it, you or them? Or here is another, do you want it or not?” He looked blindly in his glass for a moment before he stirred up and managed a wry smile. “Nevermind. I don’t know why I said that,” he shrugged again.

“Our own history is not for us to judge, that’s why we keep the gods of afterlife, don’t we?” he asked with a ghost of a smile on his lips.

"And what if I'm one of them, Biao--the gods of the afterlife?" Gennie asked the younger mage with a curious expression. "Then my own past will be for me t'decide about..."
“That’d suck,” burst out the reply without thinking from Striped. “You look like one who dwells on things but says otherwise to others - like how you did it with me. I wouldn’t like to be in that position, judging my life...,” he went on with a shrug. “Are you one, anyway?”

"Dunno!" Gennie shrugged, toying with her fresh drink, "If Hera and Athena can't figure out who or what my father was, then who's t'say what sort of divinity I am? Maybe I'm just a goddess of cities, urbanization and technology? But where d'you think I fit in? Your guess'd be as good as mine, Biao..."

“If you are that interested, why not asking those whose portfolio comes closer to have such knowledge, like Hestia, Mnemosyne, Ilithyia, or the Moiras? They all have stronger connection to childbirth, the web of life or memories than Hera or Athena - may they forgive my boldness - who may be wise but not that related,” he asked raising a brow. “Or you did long time ago, just not mention?”
"I've chatted with them. Eilithyia and I don't quite mix as her main area is childbirth, fertility and midwifery--essentially OB/GYN--not something I've any interest in. Hestia and Mnemosyne I get on well with, and who d'you think Hera bugged about trying t'find out the "what" part of my paternity? The Moirae don't even seem t'know--or if they do, they're not saying anything."

“Ahha,” acknowledged the verification of his premonitions the young mage. ”Bad for you. Then logical to suspect that if the gods don’t know anything -- or don’t share it with you, because that is an option, too, and not too unlikely, looking at their past --, then the ‘normal’ magical ways are useless, too, huh? I mean, sympathetic magic, using yourself a source, looking for relatives since you’re flesh from his flesh and blood from his blood, taking the old viewpoint.” 

"Been there, done that, Biao." Gennie offered with a sad smile, "There's quite literally nothing I can find that indicates as t'what the ol' chap might've been. Even Elalyth, my Djinn great-great-grandmum's looked, for her own satisfaction, and still...nothing..."

“Besides, that who your father was maybe has nothing to do with your powers. There are countless examples around where the godchild had completely different set of portfolio than her or his parents. If you are any sort of divinity, your task should reveal itself after a while, walking on the path you choose.”
"That's true enough, but it'd be nice t'know the *what* I come from, so I'd know if I'm stepping on anyone's toes without meaning to." Gennie grumbled, pushing her silvery-streaky hair out of her face again.

“Would be nice, true, but whatever. They can say ‘Ouch’ when you step on them and then you can either step forward or back, as you see more suitable.”

"Hmph...I'd rather not be notised, thank you..." Gennie grumbled.

Agate snickered in her Cheshire-catlike way, *Maybe you are. Maybe you aren't. Maybe you're just who you choose to be?*

Gennie blew a Bronx cheer at the Cait Sidhe, "....be careful, Furball. I'll magic your fur backwards. And I know I'm working on figuring out what alla that is, too..."

Magni's beryl green eyes flicked at his comrades around the table, "...why worry about it, overly much, Lady Gennie? Dost thou not have the right to choose what thee wishes to be? Just because Snori Sterlisen's Elder Eddas indicate that Thor and Sif had a son, Magni, who became the personification of strength...it dost not mean that I, Magni Thorsen, son of Thor Odinsen and Amara le Encatatrix am destined to be such. Nor does it follow that Biao will be exactly what his grandsire wished of him to be...I wish to be a Bladesinger and to remain here in Midgard...but not to become a costumed adventurer as my beloved sire hath done in years past."

Magni made a point, Gennie had to admit...she sure as hell wasn't what that bloody cult'd wanted her to be, but she wasn't exactly sure what she wanted to be. The history and languages professorship had been a means to an end, and she did enjoy it. But it made her wonder what else she might aspire to, having already lived the length of a human lifetime and showing no more age than perhaps 30.

"I dunno, Magni. Maybe that's why the other Ladies are so wary of me..I've already made something of myself and now I seem t'be going thru a bit of a "midlife crisis" about what I want t'do when I "grow up"...maybe I'm just at loose ends right now?" she muttered, taking another sip of her drink, "My late grandmum, Geneva Blackfeather, would've already been proud of me and I know Gracie is. But what now? That's the point I'm at...something happened t'Anais, Gracie and Topaz, so that means in the short term I'm taking on the store full time, tutoring Biao and the interns as best I can. Trying t'keep Little Avalon up and running...without everybody getting at each other's throats...and I'm not stupid enough t'deny that I'm nervous and anxious about all of that..."

“Topaz, too?” cocked a brow the felinoid mage. He doesn’t know the sorceress in question personally, but she wasn’t mentioned so far along with the lost, neither by Gennie nor by Wan-hu. “Now that’s something to consider and maybe a reason to look around for other missing ones...”
"Magni and I can't exactly leave Little Avalon t'look, but that's not t'say that I can't skulk about around here. Y'see, Topaz oft worked with Anais, serving as her 'familiar'--a rare humanoid that can serve as such." Gennie pointed out, "Mayhap the three of us'll do a little walk about and see what we can discover this afternoon..."

“Can’t leave? Are you two bound here or what? Is it just the presence of the guardians, to let the bad guys know about?” Striped asked, expecting the latter one to be confirmed.

"Aye, we're to be the deterrant," Magni replied, "But that doth not mean we can't partake of a stroll about Little Avalon."

“Sightseeing, great!” he enthused then playfully. “I’m here for the first time, anyway.”

Gennie had the sudden mental image of large cat on a harness and leash pop into her mind...behaving like a canine that was quite eager to go out and about...

“You asked earlier where you’d fit in. I don’t think that any old the older pantheons could contain that what you listed, though they still need to change and reform to fit more to these days. What if you and Magni create a new one? Not by birthright as some of the older ones were built, but by allying, decision and goal? That happened before and will happen in the future, too, as far as I’m concerned.”
"The Greco-roman and Celtic pantheons are adapting--the former having interests all over the 'Western World' whereas the latter has primary interests in the Isles--and in those areas that are part of the former British Empire t'a lesser degree--they and the Vedas of Hindu origin have worked out amicable cooperation between themselves recently, at least." the mystic explained, "Your idear does have some merit, and gives me something t'ponder a bit..."
“Glad that I could be of help,” he smiled at her, nodding graciously.

“The Greek pantheon has the interest in the Western World, or their gods having interest in the Western girls and boys, how they did in the past?” he commented wryly, implying the tales about human lovers who usually and repeatedly got cursed or died by jealous or vengeful hands.
"Many of them've mellowed out over the millenia, and walk amongst humans, undetected. The petty jealousies aren't as common as they used t'be--and with the Neo-Pagan resurgance, it's been more important t'support those new believers." Gennie revealed, "Blessed Lady, even Hera and Zeus have finally agreed t'an amicable separation in the interests of the future good of their followers and the Olympians and most of the Titans themselves. Some of those past relationships are also quite unseemly by modern morals, so t'is best in that regard as well."

“Some views about relationship and faith have changed much and not all for their benefits...” Lao-hu huffed with a sour smile. “And morals? In these days? Every deviation what once was can be found around now, the only difference is how openly its made now.”

"You've been watching the Jerry Springer Show a bit much, Biao," Gennie replied, her steel grey eyes growing stern and somber after her brief attempt at levity. Then she challenged him on the concept of morals, "Morals *do* have t'change and adapt as cultures grow, expand and evolve... Would you have it so that women are still property and excess or imperfect children abandoned t'die? Or that those of Asian and African descent were still considered as less than human, less than Caucasians--property, unable t'vote, not truly represented in government, with no right t'lodge complaints against discrimination, unfair workplace practices, unequal pay and worse?"

"Would you have is so that one of African or Asian descent couldn't marry the person they love, if that person was of a different ethnicity? Would you have it so that concentration camps were legal for the 'inferior' or "Untermensch" as the Jewish, Gypsies and other 'undesirables' were slaughtered in the Holocaust?" she asked the young mage.

“I don’t watch much TV,” shrugged Lao-hu, looking with tilted head at Gennie, measuring her sincerity. “You are right in one thing - morals have to change,” he nodded then sharply. “But they don’t like to do it.”

“I believe that women and men are equal in all ways - other than the biological differences, of course -, both can be genius, both can work hard, fight or whatever they please and both can be irritably stupid, too.”

“The color of your skin is given, you can’t change that. It matters only when you’re out from your natural habitat, but then always the minority who have the problems because of the majority’s disdain. In the Western world no Asian, African or Australian can walk without earning a pitiful look from someone. In Asia everyone else is looked at as a stranger and a foreigner, while in Africa if your skin isn’t dark then you are the hated rich tourist who came there to watch their suffering but carried not enough money to pull them out from their state.”
“I believe that everyone deserves a chance, and maybe one after the last one, too. But if one consistently refuses to walk on the community’s path, giving into his own work or gifts to the others, simply living like a parasite, then he can go to hell. I’m not one who is afraid to give money for good causes but I despise those who can only beg and beseech but do nothing for themselves. There are too many people - and I see more coming, even if I’m not a seer -, who can only talk about ‘poor’ homeless, poor gypsies, poor this or that but don’t dare living next to them, smelling their stench, watching how they steal what they gather or grow in their house and garden.” 
“One can be homeless or workless by outside reasons. But no one has to drink; no one has to shit them self; no one is forced to steal again and again. I think they don’t need to be tended and deplored. They need to be herded out to the field, given tools and basics then left to their own fortune, far from those who work hard for living.”

“But this isn’t because they are white or black, or Jewish or Gypsy or any other flag you can attach to people. It’s because they are ruthless and untrustworthy and useless,” he huffed after his long rant. He spoke clear and silent but with a cold force behind the words, a cold anger what he could turn into energy for useful things.
“You have to look around with a magnifying glass to find pure hearts and souls within the average. Just a little dirt, most people thinks, just easier to turn away and perhaps mull over it a while.”

"Sometimes taking a little while t'really think something over isn't a bad thing, either, Biao." Gennie suggested, "T'is better t'think things through than make a snap decision that could have disasterous consequences."

“That’s true, Lady,” he nodded again, flashing a faint smile.

“And the High Sidhe are walking among us again? They were really, really quiet in the last two thousand years, most of the scholars thought they were lost in their distant, hidden realm,” he looked slightly surprised. “On the other hand, no group of divine had that much healing power to call as they do. Many of them were healing deity in a way or on other, so I have learned. They needed them, clearing up the other dozen wargod’s deeds.”

"What d'you think my cousin, Elisabeth's sire is? He is one of the Aes Sidhe, and his mother, is also one of the banes of my existance...y'wonder why I'm trying not t'flatten Faye?!" Gennie groaned, "She's not direct family, but she's still...family..."

Magni reached over and patted her arm sympathetically, "Family hath a curse that way, of getting under the skin like a burr under the saddle and irritating like nothing else..."

"Thanks, Magni. I know you and Biao understand better than most..." she replied, squeezing the Asgardian's hand lightly.
Striped swallowed back the half-angry comment he almost snapped at Gennie’s grumbling, that where the hell should he know about her ancestry lines as Magni’s deed and then her quick calming made him think better. He nodded to Gennie, “Sometimes family members still need a whack on their nape, to remind them where their place and where their noses’ place is,” he said then took a few sips from his drink, looking around in the restaurant, inspecting its current residents and decoration.
Gennie ruffled up Lao-hu's hair, "I don't expect you t'know my family lines--but I figured you'd understand the problems with family being a righteous pain in the arse..."

“Great, again I thought ‘loud’, eh?” he sighed slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, that I can understand very much and I did not mean to offend you.”
XXXII.

Wan-hu kept up the emotional magical maelstrom for quite a while before she started calming down. By the time she did, her work-room showed some minor damage from her spells, but all in all stood up to the punishment. Having not used up all her magical energies, she managed to clean most of it, and her self before she felt a presence in the room... There was only one person that the ability to enter the room, her magical mentor... Madame Chen. Wan-hu gulped quietly as she turned to face her old master, smiling as best as she could. "Master Chen, I didn't hear you come in... Is there something I can do for you?"

The ostensibly unassuming proprietress of Chen's Wok n' Roll Cafe--fondly known to many as "Grannie Chen"--walked up to Wan-hu, reaching up to grab hold of a tiger-like ear and pulled the younger being down to look into her eyes--bright black eyes burning into Wan-hu's pale blue ones, "Yi Wan-hu. I think it is past time you build your own domescile. I have not minded your tenancy in mine, but really? Must you Water-born ones always be so given to emotional outbursts?"

"Sorry Master Chen, but I felt both Anais and Gracie ripped from this existence at full force." Wan-hu tries to explain. "It was like someone had reached in and ripped veins from my very body. I couldn't keep the pain inside and this was the only place I could think of to let it all out."

"There is that consideration. I doubt Gennie would've been very happy if you'd wrecked the store." Grannie Chen remarked as she waggled Wan-hu's head for emphasis.

"That's why I came here Master Chen." Wan-hu replies.

"I shall give you 72 hours to remove your goods, or I'll stack them to the ceiling in your flat. It's not like you lack the room or the skill to accomplish this thing." Grannie Chen decided, shaking Wan-hu's head by the ear to reinforce her point. "You've come up in the Celestial Bureaucracy, and it's time you took your new station and responsibilities seriously!"
"I see news of promotions travels quickly, as I just got promoted yesterday Master Chen. Though surprised by the promotion I did intend to put plans into motion to do what you say when I was struck by the event." Wan-hu replies. "I ask for some leniency and more time so that I may mourn my lost friends." She continues, trying to give her old magic-mentor the "cute kitty" eyes.
"Move, then mourn, child. It'll do you better to busy yourself for now, and put some of that excess energy to better use in constructing something as opposed to destroying it." the Countess of Winds replied, a glimmer of humour in her bright black eyes, "You should know that 'cute kitty eyes' don’t work on me, either. Save those for your girlfriends... it's more inclined to work there."
"Aw, I thought it might be worth a shot." Wan-hu replies. "And it's not like I don't have an idea for my private work room, I just might need help with it." she tells her mentor. "What I'd really like to do is build it inside a node so that any magic over a certain strength get's siphoned off into the node itself. While in a separate study slash, library room there's a spot to safely tap the node to recover magical energies... What do you think?"
"Not particularly feasible, though an inventive idea." Grannie Chen replied thoughtfully, "Within a node isn't something that can be done, no matter how creative one is. Even Genevieve is unable to accomplish such a thing--and I can assure you, she's researched and tested the idea--even as a sort of 'safe' to store things. But the rest of your idea has merit. I would suggest further investigation into the conceptual feasibility."
Wan-hu snickered slightly, "Well as for the rest of it, I already got it figured out and a schematic drawn out of how it's going to be laid out... Just been trying to figure out if using a node was even feasible." she replies. "It will probably take me longer to find where I stored the schematics then to actually create the darn thing, but I think I can dig em up in the time frame you're giving me." she replies.
Grannie Chen revealed what she was holding in her other hand--a copy of Wan-hu's schematics for her eventual Workroom, "Oh, you mean these? I thought I'd save you the trouble, Zhao-hu."
Wan-hu takes the schematics, "Thank you Master Chen, and Zhao-hu would now be either my 50 year old half-sister Yin-hu, who thinks she's a tiger that turns into a girl, or my 30ish year old great to the nth degree nephew Lao-hu... He's descended from you know who." she says trying to get rid of her mage-master's nickname for her. She then felt a slight chill down her spine, "Speaking of Lao, and Gennie... I think I need to head back to them and steer their conversation away from creating another Pantheon." she says heading into the study area of her work room. She places the schematic on top of the desk there, which still had the three scrolls from the Xain. "I promise I'll be back within your time frame to move out." she says giving Grannie Chen a hug, then porting back to to Little Avalon...

XXXIII.

She arrives in Dion's little area for people porting in, and didn't wait for Artie to show her to the table. She just walked over to where Gennie, Lao and Magni where sitting. "I'd very very careful about talking about creating one's own Pantheon. There is currently a rule that one can not self promote. Besides you tend to piss off those above you in the Pantheon you're already associated with... Magni has Asgard which he's associated with, just as I have the Xain, and Gennie... well, we think she's part of one somewhere considering her spark." she says to the group. "Now if a group of mortals do it on their own with no influence from us, then it's ok, though it will be scrutinized to make sure of the no influence."
"See? That's what I meant about stepping on toes, Biao," Gennie told Lao-hu, "Perhaps it's best if some of us just work together and do the right things as best we can, and let the rest take care of itself.
“Seniors,” Lao-hu rolled his eyes, playing on the move a bit, “they take everything too seriously,” he mocked teasingly, sparing merry smile for Gennie. 

“We were just talking about family issues and the divine, you know, gū mā?” he asked. “I had no intention to form a divine group. I’m far from that level, after all, and I like to be under the radar, I have enough problems with my pen-name’s fans already.”
Wan-hu corrects Lao smiling. "I would prefer it if you'd call me zhōng biǎo, or tang jiě while we are in public. I do have a reputation around here you know, cousin." she says as she takes a seat near Gennie. "As for flying under the radar, sometimes you have to be on it to be over looked, why else would I work in Hollywood as a stunt coordinator?" she asks, trying to flag a waiter down so she could order something. "In that LA, everyone expects you to be eccentric, so nobody looks past it, unless you do stupid crap like Miss Love does."

“I am on the community’s wall, I work as an archaeologist and I am a writer, too. According to some article and fans, not a bad one, either, tang jiě,” he replied with a smile, accepting her wish how she would like to be called. “I think its easier, though, if you can choose between forms as easy as you did earlier,” he shrugged and lifted his hand to prevent the oncoming comment. “Yes, yes, I know. Practice.”
“Miss Love? Should I know her?” Striped asked, taking a sip from his drink to ease his stomach’s starting growl as it signed that it was ready for the feast after the precourse.

"Courtney Love, sort-of-wife of Kurt Cobain of Nirvana." Gennie supplied, a slight tone of disgust in her voice, "She's a real piece of work..."
“Aha,” shrugged Striped. “Not one of the good jazz or ragtime players, I presume, since I not familiar with the name,” he added.
Magni shrugged, trying to use the more modern, local dialect of American English. He still needed practice to not sound like he belonged at the Ren Faire or something, "I wouldn't waste my time on such a person. They make their choices and then must live with the consequences. Live and let live, in so much as they don't hurt others I remember Anais saying it."
“Very well said,” agreed the young Chinese, since he was one the same opinion as well, just as he explained earlier. Everyone had their choice and then had to live up to it, not depending on others.
"Yes, and thanks to people like her in Hollywood, I was able to be 'on radar' as it were, and yet still be overlooked." Wan-hu replies. She finally stops trying to flag down one of the waitstaff, and carefully leans on Gennie. "Sorry Thundercub, guess I used up more energy then I realized." she says, making sure to only touch Gennie where she knew it wouldn't bother her too much.
"I'll let you off the hook this time, Grannie," Gennie sighed aloud, though she knew Wan-hu--being a Water type--oft felt things far more deeply than Gennie herself did. "You got all the paperwork for the Pride Fest and Ren Faire sorted out, right? I know Devon was by for Pride Fest, as I paid that online..."

"Yeah, I got that taken care of hun, found the drawer that it was hidden in." Wan-hu replied.

A couple of minutes later, Cleo, their waitress zipped by with fresh drinks and a plate of apptitizers for Wan-hu, a frosty mug of Tsing Tao hit the table along with Magni, Gennie and Lao-hu's beverages, "There you go, Tabby-cat. Dion hopes those'll tide you over. You wanted the chef's special, fish, right?"

The scent of the appetizers placed in front of Wan-hu caused her to perk up, and her whiskers twitch. "OOoooh Venison Skewers?? Dion really knows how to treat friends, that's for sure." she says as she snags one, then looks at Cleo. "I should have known you where working today, yes that fish chef's special will be perrrrfect." she says as she tastes the skewers in front of her. "Love ya Cleo, and let Dion know this hits the spot."

"I know ya do, Your Fuzziness. But ya love me for feeding you most of all." Cleo replied with a laugh, seemingly well acquainted with Wan-hu and her feline, carnivorous nature, "That's why I already know you're going to leave me a nice tip..."

"You can be such a spoil-sport at times, Cleo. You know that right?" Wan-hu replies sticking out a good-natured tongue at her old lover.

Cleo had a second round of something new for the other three to try--a kind of seasoned, baked plate of potato chips, "Dion figured you lot wouldn't mind trying these, either. Healthy and tasty...he's always trying to find new ways to eat things, and this's his latest attempt at a new baked chip seasoning concoction...I've tried 'em and they're great, but your regulars...you're the jurists that make or break his new dishes..."
“Maybe the others, not me,” Striped thumbed at them, shrugging, but already his nostrils flared jut as well when his aunt’s precourse arrived and then now somewhat later the chips, too. He leaned a bit closer, examining the plate and its contents, with eyes and nose both. His mouth began watering so he swallowed, then tentatively reached out to pick one chip and placed it into his mouth. He let it melt on his tongue, carefully analyzing the spices and the texture of the potato but his mind wasn’t completely focused since he waited for the chili he was promised to have... 
Cleo grinned at him, "You're going to be a regular before you know it, Biao. Your chili's coming and so's that haunch of chupacabra for Touba...and the same for the rest of you lot...it'll be out in just a few."

“Sheesh,” rolled the young mage his eyes at her grin, mentally noting that she probably Saw him as a regular, waving off a not-even-said-aloud comment from himself before he smiled back at the waitress. “Can’t wait the food,” he admitted, patting on his grumbling stomach. Touba agreed enthusiastically, nodding and pawing her empty plate into the direction for Cleo.
She cleared the empty dishes and glasses out of the way and departed again. Gennie noshed on a few of the chips as did Magni--both seemed to enjoy the combination of spices--not too spicy, but certainly not bland, either. An occasional look passed between them as they apparently conversed telepathically over the chips and were likely sharing their thoughts with Dion.

Gennie put some on Touba and Agate's plates, and set aside some for Wan-hu as well, quietly declaring, "That's a good blend he's got..."

The fluffy little cat smelled at the potato, tentatively yanked one into her mouth and chewed on it on a sideways way, but her expression made it soon clear that she wasn’t into the chip. It had no fish or meat in it, after all, so even though it was neatly spiced and balanced, she let her master pop the remaining pieces into his mouth one by one, while she cleared her tongue from the taste of it. 
Lao-hu smiled down on his familiar and scratched her head behind her ears lightly before he stroked along her back, all the way down on her tail, lightly pulling it at the end, as he translated her view to the others. “Apparently Touba does not like it, but that is no problem, only meaning that more will remain for us,” he said.

[Can't expect Her Fluffiness t'like everything.] Agate replied with a feline smirk--clearly she liked the chips, perhaps having a broader pallette being Cait Sidhe, [And I'll happily leverage her share for myself...]

The Cait Sidhe did just that, and savoured every one of the chips she swiped...

And as promised, Cleo returned with a large tray of food--everyone's entrees and sides were present, including that chef's special she'd Foreseen for Wan-hu, setting up the table with everyone's requested dishes, "This should be everything. I'll have another smoothie for you, Biao...and bowls of half-and-half for Their Sublime Felinities, just in case things are a bit spicy..."

And then Cleo was gone again, to get the remaining items...
“Woot,” let a long breath out Striped, pulling the bowl closer to him, then taking a deep breath over it, mouth slightly agape, almost literally swallowing the rich scent of the spices and the beans, the corn and meat in the Chili. “Promising, yum-yum,” he added, grabbing his spoon and slice of bread, then digging into the meal.
Digging in proved to be a spicy surprise. Ghost chili snuck up on him...and when it struck, it was with a vengeance...

As usual, the red-hot chili passed down without any unpleasantness, slowly spreading on its way, letting the other spices be felt for taste and camouflage, then jumped out from under their cloak and the young man’s mouth, throat and stomach burst into flames - almost literally. Even though he was into this type of food the intensity of this chili made his skin turn slightly red, mostly on his cheeks and nose, and somewhat later a few drops of sweat appeared on his forehead, too.

Still he grinned like devil, closed his eyes in delight and his sighs and taking breaths through his mouth took nothing away from his enjoyment of the chili. He was crazy for hot things, sort of a freak who could eat great amounts of those without suffering from them later, after the initial burning feelings, of course. Would he have time for eating contests, he surely won a prize or two.
Gennie chuckled and pulled out her iPhone and snapped a pic of Lao-hu. This was something she was going to have recorded for posterity's sake. The day he met the Ghost Chili. She snapped several before he could object...and tucked the iPhone away as quickly as one blinked.

"Heey," he protested once he noticed what's going on, but then already was too late. The young tiger huffed, took a sip from his milk and licked his slightly reddened lips, staring at Gennie with all the burning chili's power in his eyes. "Ever heard of privacy?" he asked then, a faint smile lurking in the corner of his mouth.

"Yep. And you're dining in a public venue." Gennie deadpanned, "Dion'll get a kick outta these."

“I’m in a public place, yeah, but those are about me, without my permit and I don’t want them go anywhere,” huffed Lao-hu, his body stiffening. He really hated to be photographed and avoided it every time he could.

"And why're you getting all pufftailed, Biao? They're just pictures..." Gennie inquired.

“I hate being photoed even at normal moments and even more when I don’t look normal, like now all warmed up and reddened by the chili. Even more if the pic is made without asking first and so without agreement. Good that you find things funny, but now I’m not laughing with you and this isn’t funny at all. I haven’t expected that from you....”

"I told you I've a sense of humour." Gennie told him, her bluntness even more pronounced at the moment, "But I can see you've misplaced yours."

“Or yours not working as good as you thought,” snapped Lao-hu back. “Surely there are things what you don’t like and there are some for me, too, which shouldn’t come to you as a surprise since I’m thinking loud as you noted a few times already. Now take a note in this, too: no photos.” He cared less and less about being polite, wrapping up his request in sensible words, he said what he thought and how the words came onto his tongue. He was much like her in that regard, but he didn’t notice that yet.
She was enjoying her meatloaf and baked potato, steamed veggies as the comfort food was one of her favourite things, and Dion made it very nicely. Even better than her late grandmum had, "Looks like you're enjoying *something*...and getting your core temperature's rising as well as your surface temperature..."

"No just *something*," he replied, shaking his head then nodding at his plate. "This is the best chili I've met so far. Insanely strong and spicy but the other flavors remained tasteable, too. Many cook ruins their chili thinking that only the stinging counts and the strength of the paprika and pepper since they'll cover almost everything else but they're wrong. The union of all these that matters along with the meat, best mixed sheep and beef. At least in my opinion," he added.

"The heat comes from the chili and from my reaction to it, better than a sauna, though a quick dip in icy water feels good after both," he explained. "Though your work as papparazzi could add to the inner temp as well," he added, stucking out a tongue, before he returned his food and relished some more spoonful.

The mystic laughed aloud, "Now that's a good review and I think Dion'll want t'put it on his webpage. Good thing I can remember alot of things verbatum!"

“Words can go up, there are meant true,” he nodded, smiling satisfied as he downed another bite from the heavenly meal.
Gennie and Magni found their meals to their liking as did Wan-hu...there seemed to be 'just enough' food to satisfy everyone, including the felines--the haunch of Chupacabra proved to be...interesting...to the Pallas cat.

She chewed on the meat slowly, tentatively, tasting each bite with a new interest, finding different angles to sense it anew and anew. It wasn’t bad, though it wasn’t one to cheer on first sight next time, either. At least not after these first bites but since she wanted and they had it, she had little other choice than to eat, trying to find that chewing method what would provide the most enjoyable taste. The little furry cat wasn’t without pride and self-control if needed, oh no, not on any level, especially in front of her master and his new acquaintances.

Agate didn't miss the Pallas cat's endeavour to consume her haunch of Chupacabra, [Something not t'your liking, Touba? You're chewing that as though more and more chewing will make it palletable, when nothing will help it taste good...]

[I can't decide that I like it or not] replied the fluffy familiar, stopping for a moment to look at the Cait Sidhe. [In one moment it melts like a dream and tasty as well, then it turn surprisingly tart and twirls my tongue. Interesting, it is, to say the least.]

[Aaahh...one of *those* dishes. It could pass for another of Dion's "Mystery Meats", from the sound of it.] Agate remarked with a swish of her tail, [It's doing to your tongue what Gennie's cantrip did to your fur.]

[Yeah, something like that,] she replied managing a shrug. [“Mystery Meats”? Sounds like I’m the victim of a well-known trick...] she sighed.

[Perhaps you should've stuck with something a little less..exotic?] Agate suggested as she continued to enjoy her own meal. [Dion won't be put out if you find something not to your liking. Nor will Gennie and the others.]

[Dunno, maybe I’ll snag on the offer but for now I’ll fiddle some more over this] Touba fidgeted, glancing at Wan-hu and Gennie briefly.
[Already planning t'make big-kitteh-eyes?] Agate teased Touba in a friendly manner. [I don't know how well that'll work on Yi Wan-hu. She's the master of the effect, and can't even get it to work on Nightstar or Gennie or Anais.]

Wan-hu just silently chuckled to herself as she watched the interactions between Gennie and Lao-hu. She slowly worked on the chief's fish special, enjoying every bite, and allowing each taste and part of the meal work it's way into recharging her magical batteries. This would be the second time she's had the dish, but instead of cutting it in half, her appetite was large enough for her to eat the entire meal. "Looks to me like he's not the only one enjoying something Gennie... Did you really have to take pictures of it?" she asks as she takes a sip of her Tsing Tao.

"Yep. No pics, no event." Gennie replied cheerfully, "Dion wants a copy and his verbage for the review t'stick on the website--good for advertising, don't you know? Biao'll probably get free chili if it sells the new dish....and somehow I don't think either'll be complaining about that..."

Wan-hu just chucked, "Yeah, something tells me Lao's going to have plenty of chilli in his diet for a while. Though I don't think Touba's going to be having much more of that Chupacabra..." she then looks over to Lao, "Please let her know that if she really doesn't like it we can get her something else. Dion would rather see someone happy with their meal, then to force themselves to finish something they ordered and don't like. That goes for anyone eating here, whether they walk in on two feet, four feet, are carried or slither in."

Striped narrowed his eyes staring at Gennie, ignoring his familiar’s problems for a moment while he listened to her conversation with the older tigress. “No. Pics. Goes. Out. Anywhere.” He spaced every world perfectly, his Brit accent sharpening. “Thank you.”

Gennie's expression was inscruitable, though there was a faint spark of feyfire in her steely grey eyes. Mischief. Something peculiar was going on between her ears, and nothing was given away...

"What pictures?" she asked of Magni, who just shrugged his broad shoulders and looked between the Oriental mages and the self-described "mystical mutt" sorceress.

"I shall refrain from comment as this's a conversation I doth..er..do not...wish to insert myself into..." the young Asgardian advised her.

“Still not funny, Lady Witch,” grimaced Lao-hu, his expression somewhat distant as his good mood flowed down on the leak her mocking broke somewhere on him. It was one of his less-liked traits; changing mood in quick succession from happy to sour and sometimes in reverse, but the latter was much rarer. He managed to nod thankfully to the Asgardian, though, for his diplomatic decision.
 “Touba heard you as well,” he turned to Wan-hu then, flashing a quick smile. The little cat with lot fur nodded and finally pushed the plate from herself. She then sipped some water from her bowl, small pearls of water sparkling on her chin after. “May I have a small chunk for tasting from your fishy?” she made kitteh-eyes on Wan-hu, licking her lips wistfully.

"Sorry Touba, this fish has just enough onion in it that it wouldn't be safe for you to eat... Please be patient and I'm sure Cleo will be by shortly to swap that out for you." Wan-hu replies to the finicky feeling, not seeming to be affected by the 'kitteh-eyes' at all.

Cleo unexpectedly swung by the table with another plate and swapped it out for the haunch of Chupacabra. It held a savory portion of broiled fish and some calimari and shrimp garnish, "I had a feeling you'd need something else, Your Puffiness. Chupacabra's not for everyone..."

“Thank you. Now I know, too,” replied Touba, and then hunted down the newly offered plate with the sea’s fruits on it. Looking at her pace how she bite into it, this compilation went much better with her taste and style.
"Good thing Biao doesn't have pointed ears, too." the mystic chuckled between sips of Arizona Jack--one of her favourite and simplist iced tea mixed drinks. *But we'll have t'keep an eye on him at Pride Fest...*

Wan-hu let out a huge laugh, "Oh yes... yes it is.. I don't think Dion would let him go for a week had he had pointed ears." she says imagining how Dion would react to Lao in his current form with pointed ears. *Well I'm sure folks won't be too hard on him. I've kinda sent word along with Devon that my cousin may show up and he's 'hands off', if you will.* she responded mentally to Gennie.

"That's the truth. And t'think Dion keeps trying t'curl up in my lap and purr....when he usually goes for the lookers with pointed ears. I don't match that description!" Gennie laughed, "Devon'll get the point across. If they don't mind her, they'll have t'deal with you and I."
Wan-hu just looked at Gennie for a moment, then snagged the glass Gennie had been drinking out of. She took a quick sniff and then gulped the small amount that was left down... "Tuatha de Daanan whiskey..." she mutters. She quickly put the glass down upside-down on the table and raise her hand "CLEO! Get your butt back here and tell me how many of these drinks you allowed Gennie to have, RIGHT NOW!"
Striped raised a brow, putting his spoon down and looking from one woman to the other, then at Magni. “Whats that? Sidhe trick to unwind against your better opinion?” The meaning of their former speech about the pointed ears and Devon was lost to him, too, now forgotten more as he tried to figure out why Wan-hu looked so agitated.

"Geez, you don't have to yell, Wan-hu. I'm right here." the spunky waitress chided the tigress, "Gennie asked for a good whiskey in her tea. Dion obliged her with one of his best imports. What's the fuss? She only had three!"

"Three?? You let her have THREE drinks with Tuatha de Daanan whiskey in them?? To her that's like giving Lao-hu here 60 Tsing Taos in 5 minutes without the fear of alcohol posioning..." Wan-hu explained to both Cleo & Lao.

"Hey, Dion mixed 'em and I saw the alternatives--none of 'em were very pleasant, Your Fuzziness." Cleo told Wan-hu, "So, what Gennie requested, Gennie got...she's in a safe place so what's the worry?"

"The worry is with the amount given to her, there really is no safe place." Wan-hu replies. "Gennie's not really in full control of what she says or does right now, so she could unlease wild magic at any moment, and even Hera would have trouble controling that."

"In theory, y'mean?" Gennie chimed in, "I can control my magic. Just. Fine."

The mystic easily conjured an illusory rose, blooming and wilting, then she warmed her entree back to suitable eating temperature, "See? No harm done. I'm fine."

"It's not your magic I'm worried about... Wild magic is something totally different, and if you where fine, you'd already remember what I've taught you about it." Wan-hu says as she carefully watches for it to spark, unable to stop Gennie from casting. Thankfully THIS time nothing happened, but that didn't mean she wanted to take chances.

Gennie batted at Wan-hu's puffed tail, pushing it away from herself, "Hey...I'm more than old enough t'drink some of Lugh MacEthlan's finest distillations! I appreciate your collective concern. But. I'm. Fine."

Wan-hu looked at Gennie, "No, you are NOT fine.. You can no longer keep mental and verbal communication seperate my dear, so you are fare from fine."

"If that means I'm saying what's on my mind, then that's nothing new." Gennie shot back with a scowl, batting at the tail again.

The mystic slid off the chair with almost boneless grace--far more than she customarily had, what with her tricky knee. Magni reached out and steadied Gennie, his quiet baritone whispered in her ear, "M'Lady, you're a little buzzed and it'd probably be wise to have some lemonade with the rest of your dinner."

Gennie tried to push Magni out of her way, but the Asgardian warrior-mage was far stronger than she was. It was clear he was being gentle with his mentor and friend when she set her back on her chair and steadied Gennie when she leaned against him, her head on his shoulder. 
Magni's green eyes met Wan-hu's, "Your magics, Madame Yi. A tall--plain--lemonade, Cleo. That should help rectify the situation, yes?"

"Hey.." Gennie protested, pulling away from Magni, "Did I say I *wanted* lemonade?! Nooo....I didn't!"
"Hmph." Gennie grumbled, picking at her dinner, consuming a little more meatloaf and potatoes before reaching past Magni to snag his mug of mead and taking a sip, "Thank you, Magni. Seeing as Wan-who has seen fit t'remove my beverege of choice..."

Magni tried to gently pry mug from the citywitch's fingers, but not before she got a heady draught of the Asgardian honey mead, "I'll share it with you, if you'll let go, M'Lady."

"Okay." Gennie complied with his seemingly reasonable request. "I can share..."

And for the moment, she ate her food and shared Magni's mug. The type of Asgaridan mead the young warrior-mage had chosen was generally much milder than Lugh MacEthlan's whiskey, and if sharing it would help keep the peace with Gennie, then he'd keep a careful eye on her for the time being.

.

The show eased Striped’s mood a bit and that showed on his posture how he sat there, but his eyes followed Gennie’s movements intently, in spite of Magni’s care, he was ready to reach out and catch the sugared woman. He considered for a moment snatching a few images about her in this state as revenge but then he decided that wouldn’t be neither fun nor polite enough so simply followed the events.

Agate's tail twitched and she poked Lao-hu on the shoulder lightly with it, [I can safely say that I've not seen Gennie..in her cups..before. I hope Wan-hu can do something to that lemonade to help counter the effects.]

[Better she than me] thought Lao-hu back along with a shrug, still not at ease with her earlier poking with the pics. [I don’t know that the whiskey did it to her or she is like that really, but now I think she’d deserve a rightful hangover for it.] he grimaced, shrugged again and then cleared the last of his meal, downing half of the remaining shake after it. 

[Gennie copes differently than Wan-hu. She is very upset about Anais, Gracie and Topaz. She's lost too many people, Biao.] Agate replied quietly, [A hangover probably won't happen. Her body will metabolise that, but even then, a hangover won't begin to match the pain she has to set blocks for ever day. Please, don't judge her before you've lived a few decades in her boots, Biao. That's all I'll say.]

[Great, even not a slight hangover for the sake. From where did I know?] he grumbled, quite rhetorically. [A few decades, eh?] he mocked. [One would think that wisdom comes with ages, and the wise would know what to do when hurt or angered, not playing with or mocking at others. I know that he miss them, it was clear from the moment she and Wan-hu felt they felling from the radar. Still, drinking off your consciousness won’t help nor will harassing me.] 

[Gennie does have wisdom, but consider that she may also carry anger--at herself--for not being able to do anything about it. She couldn't save her grandmother from being murdered in Toledo, Spain whilst she was away in Barcelona. And here, there was nothing she could do for Topaz, Gracie and Anais. She's one who doesn't handle her own emotions easily. She angers when she hurts, Biao.] Agate explained patiently, [It's a long story, I do not excuse it, I merely understand that it's how she is, Biao.]

[“Anger, fear, aggression; the dark side of the Force are they”] he quoted Yoda from the Empire Strikes Back, huffing to stifle the smile what wanted to creep onto his lips. [I’m not good with emotions myself either, but even I know that feeling guilty for not being there when you don’t even know where or when you should’ve been.] he sighed, unconsciously reaching out and stroking Touba, finding tranquility in the motion and touch. [Maybe I should leave until she calms, that could help since I won’t piss her off more. And neither would she me...]

[That might not be a bad idea.] Agate agreed. [It isn't a good day for anyone right now.]

[At least the food was really good,] trying to stifle the following comment deeper from the telepaths around about the party-mood-sinking.

[Good food is good.] she agreed, [Good libations are good--in moderation. [Are you going to get around to finishing all that chili and tortillas?]

Lao-hu looked surprised at the question as he all but cleared his plate a minute ago. [I thought I got rid of the chili... and you wanna the tortillas? You can have what’s left.]

Agate examined his bowl, it was as empty as he'd promised. [I'll take a tortilla or two--could you kindly butter them and roll them up, please?]

[Sure] he nodded, and did so as reqested, taking up a knife, pulling the butter closer and then rolling up the result to place them on the Cait Sidhe’s plate. [Here you are.]

Agate picked up the rolled-up buttery tortilla with her prehensile tail and happily bit into it, [Thanks. There are *some* things that are best done with opposable thumbs.]

[Perhaps after Touba is finished with her entree, we can go back to the shop and you and I both take a smaller feline form and I can show both of you about?] Agate offered, knowing that Touba would be interested in exploring--even if it was under the Cait Sidhe's guidance. [I can show you some of the more interesting things.]

[That’s an idea as good as any,] he shrugged, not being in good mood, but maybe that will help to derail his thoughts. [I have to practice the shapeshifting too, anyway. Doing that during an exploring would be great.]

[Then you're in for some size-shift tutoring, as that's something I've gotten relatively good at. Quite useful and being able to do it smoothly and at will is very important.] Agate agreed easily enough. [You'll also have to learn to judge your strength, leverage and various heights and distances to be able to jump and land without getting hurt or damaging things.]

[Yeah, everyone keeps telling me that since I came to terms my shapeshifting nature. To date I focused on variety, finding relaxation and challenge in that better than the simple nature-sized tiger form. It ticked the master off but I got a friend with it,] he smiled relieving the memory of those hours spent on trying forms, shapes and patterns of the fur. 

[It was a game, me being on the run after the spells he threw at me to bind me and make me listen to... I fell a lot, and jumped. Now exploring the shop and those interesting places will do instead. Practice that is, too.]

[Then shall we take our leave?] Agate suggested as she finished her buttery tortillas, [I'm done, and it appears that Touba's done, too.]

Lao-hu glanced to his side, down at his familiar seeing that she licked her plate empty, clearing it from the last bit of the sauce and taste for fish. He then glanced at Gennie, shivered once then nodded at Agate. [Yeah, guess we can go.]

The Cait Sidhe nodded to Magni, Gennie and Wan-hu, [We'll beg pardon. I'm going to take Biao and Touba for some tutoring on his shifting and size management.]

Magni nodded to Agate, "Enjoy your time."

“She will, definitely,” rose Striped from his seat, scooting Touba along gently and holding her on his arm for now, and stroking her back with the other. She couldn’t climb to her usual spot on his shoulder after such a feast for sure, he know and chuckled at the thought. “Thank you for the meal. Take care and see you in one piece later,” he said good-bye then walked after the lavender puma.

Gennie simply nodded at Biao, and leaned back, "You know where not t'go, Agate. Don't break anything."

.

Wan-hu nodded at Magni, "I don't care if you don't want one, you're getting one anyway Thundercub." she comment in a voice that even Gennie knew not to talk back to. Once the lemmonade was on the table Wan-hu picks it up and carefully studies it, and waves her hand around it, changing it's composition ever so slightly, and adding a flavor that would make sure Gennie would drink it considering the state she was now in. "There this should help bring her back down." she says as she places the glass in front of Gennie. "Drink it." she says to Gennie.

The mystic scowled at the glass, oh-so-subtly making a few tweaks of her own. Now it was 'right'.

"Lynchburg Lemonade," she remarked, quirking a brow at Wan-hu, then calmly downed the glass and finished with a small belch. "Good thing I know it when I See it."

Wan-hu watched as Gennie "tweaked" the drink, and saw that she didn't change anything save the flavor of it. "I'm just glad you drank it. Now you should start feeling the effect right about.... now."

"Y'think I'm *not* going t'notise if my Lynchburg Lemonade is missing its key ingrediant?" Gennie grumbled, sounding more like the curmudgeon she usually was. "Now I'm goin t'have another--with JD, which doesn't do shit for me. But at least I was painfree for a little while...seems like a more permanent solution's a bit too much t'ask the gods for."

Wan-hu gave Gennie one of "those" looks, "You want a permanent solution for your pain, fine, just don't forget you asked for it." with that the two of them popped out of existance. Gennie found herself in a giant sphere of some sort of liquid, nakid. Wan-hu stood outside, controlling the sphere, pumping in healing magic, and just the right mixture of that very same Tuatha da Daanan whiskey Gennie had been drinking to kill the pain and system shock of what she was doing. 
"Remember Thundercub, you asked for this, so you're getting it... I'm healing you back to where you should be... Those scars, and that knee will be things of the past, and you won't feel any setbacks to the healing process. You will be whole, again." She told her adopted grand-child. "I've offered this to you before and you said no, so I didn't push it. This time you asked for it, and I'm not going to lose another friend." she says as she continues to heal every broken bone, and every single fisured physic/mystic energy pathway.

It took Wan-hu hours to fix everything on Gennie, then slowly bring her back down from the buzz of everything she did to her. She returned Gennie (fully clothed) and herself to Dion's mear minutes after they had originally popped out. 

"What'd do *that* for?!" Gennie demanded, staring at her now cleared plate that'd been replaced by a slice of apple pie ala mode, with the double-vanilla ice cream, with chunks of vanilla fudge...one of the 'custom' blends Hestia kept stocked at Gaea's Bounty down on the corner.

[Dion! Where's the bloody caramel?! You forgot the damned stuff...] Gennie mindcalled with enough force and volume to rattle the vitner god's head.

[Hey, now...I could hear you half way to Olympus, cara mia.] Dion replied as he came out with some freshly made caramel. He did a bit of a double take, as Gennie glowerd at him with a fork in her fist, as though she were going to poke him with it--seemingly an old joke between the two friends.

Meanwhile, Magni had finished his dinner and was working on a honey-almond, mead-enhanced malt--almost did a spittake when he looked up and realised the differences in his friend, "By Odin's Beard, what *didst* thou do..."

Wan-hu calmly ate the remainder of her fish meal as she spoke. "I simply did as she asked, I healed her. Body, mind and soul." she says, placing her fork down and grabbing a swig of Tsing Tao. "And Gennie, you may want to watch your mental volume, it's gone up a couple notches from where it used to be."

"Lovely..." Gennie muttered as Dion drizzled caramel over her apple pie ala mode, "So, you're saying that now I'm 'loud'?"

"Well you're louder then usual, yes." Wan-hu replies as she polishes of her Tsing Tao. "May I get another Tao please Dion?"

"So, now that you've killed my nice, happy, floaty buzz, what's gotten in t'your craw, Grannie?" Gennie asked, her 'good' mood, now gone. It'd take a few more minutes for Wan-hu's version of Lynchburg Lemonade to work its way through her system and help her metabolise the rest of the Tuatha de Daanan whiskey.

"What's gotten in to my craw? Oh how about I've already lost two people who where near and dear to me, I don't want to lose a thrid." Wan-hu replies. "You had three drinks of the strongest Tuatha de Daanan whiskey, one that you've never had before. I've never given it to you because with how your magic works, it can cause wild magic, far stronger then I or Hera can control, to run amuck. And that type of lack of control could have killed you hun, even here in Dion's."

"I've *never* lost control of my sorcery, maybe come close once or twice, but never fully lost it. Ever." Gennie grumbled, giving Wan-hu the stink-eye right back, "I've got more control over that than anyone. Period. I've mastered metamagic t'levels that scare the shit out of Her Whyness. You know this. I know this. I can pull off things as a "mere Master" that'd take anybody else days of ritual t'accomplish. I'm in a class by myself. When're you going t'get that through your fuzzy head?"

"Well sorry, you know damned well my emotions oft get the better of me. So you'll have to pardon that I'm rather upset about the two friends who I felt get ripped from my life. And that I'm going to make damn sure I don't lose my granddaughter as well. Even is she is adopted and a righteous pain in the ass." Wan-hu replies. "By the way, you're not a mere Master anymore, welcome to my level."

"Okay, I understand that you're attached t'me and Gracie and all. I do appreciate that. And what in Lady's Names d'you mean by that, Grannie? You and I both know that I'm no Adept. Not possible, even with being healed!" Gennie exclaimed.

"Don't believe me? Take a look at yourself through someone else's eyes hun. I healed you completely with my strongest heal spell, tweaked just for you." Wan-hu replies. "I've had it prepped and planned and ready to be used as soon as you asked to be healed. Which you just did a few moments ago."
Even though she was mostly minding her own business, now, Gennie's smartphone vibrated in her pocket and was absentmindedly retrieved to check for important email or something like.

She scowled at the screen as she scrolled through the text message she'd recieved with her thumb. Her face remained stoic in light of what she was reading, it seemed there was to be a 'family dinner' and the request was jointly issues by both the Earl and Countess of Ravenscroft--her maternal great-great-grandparents--and the Duchess of Cornwall--Faye, The Lady of the Lake and perpetual bane of her existance.

She looked up at Wan-hu as Hera strolled into Dion's and greeted her nephew with a hug and a kiss, and joined Magni, Gennie and Wan-hu at the table, "Sorry I'm late. Faye took to The Atrium with a vengeance. Hadn't qutie expected that, though she was certainly of a mind to be 'at her best' for a family function tonight..."

"...I know. And I have t'be there." Gennie stated, replying to her cousin, Dame Elisabeth, Baroness Braddock via text. "It seems word travels fast around our kind, Pia."

In turn, Hera / Olympia took a look at Gennie--a really *good* look--and then quirked a brow at Wan-hu as her peacock blue eyes narrowed slightly, "Really? You couldn't have picked a more auspicious time, Yi Wan-hu?"

Wan-hu looks up at Hera, "I didn't pick the time, Gennie did." She replies. "She finally opened her big mouth and asked, so I didn't waste anytime." she explains as her ancient cellphone rang. 
"I see." Olympia replied, nodding slowly as she turned to Dion and asked him for one of her favourite dishes for lunch, the pair conversing quietly in Greek as she made her request known.

Then Dion headed back to the kitchen to work with Kami-san on getting his aunt's meal ready.

She opened it up and listened to the voice-mail. She then made a call to someone, "I got your voice-mail Big-Blue, I'll be there, don't worry... Uh huh.. I know I need to update my phone... I'm working on it... Yeah, I'll see you there and I'll make sure Gennie makes it." Putting the phone back into of her pocket, "Well looks like they expect me to be there as well."
"Oh? And where are you going that I'm supposed t'be going?" Gennie asked, mostly paying attention to her dessert, "Y'do have a strange habit of turning up at places where my family life and my magical life intersect..."
"Yes, well you can blame your family for that." Wan-hu replies. "Since they've pretty much adopted me into your family. As for where we're supposed to be going, you already know the answer to that. The Club."
Gennie gave Wan-hu a skeptical look, still eating her dessert, "...and this is coincidence, how? Are they that worried that I'm NOT going t'be nice t'Her Whyness?"
"More like worried you're not even going to show up knowing she's going to be there." Wan-hu replies, "We all know how much you just love being in her company. But at least tonight your other cousins will be there, including the one she seems to prefer."
"Um....yeah. Something like that. I'm not exactly known for being a social butterfly." Gennie groused as she tried to wade through her mental inventory of what resided in her rather limited wardrobe that could stand a magical makeover and be instantly suitable for a formal evening engagement. "And before you think you're going t'drag *me* off t'get something t'wear, you better consider your own *ahem* wardrobe...and what the bloody hell you're going t'wear, Grannie...."
Wan-hu's eyes glowed for a second as she smiled, "Oh don't worry about me dear, I have an old friend in China Town that keeps a spare qipaos or two stashed away for me for things like this." she replies. "She might have one in your size, with slacks even, if you're interested. Otherwise once you finish your icecream we'll be off to find you something else to wear tonight."
"Thanks, but I think I've got something." Gennie replied, as she happened to remember a corner of her Flatspace that had some crates from an estate sale she'd hit a while back. There'd been some very nice vintage clothing she could work with...some of it most certainly suited for evening, if she remembered right. She shot a conspiratorial look at Magni--whose help she'd draft in moving some of the stuff around...

Magni and Olympia watched the two, the Grecian divinity spoke up, smiling fondly at her foster daughter, "Why don't you and I see about your friend's shop in Little China, Wan-hu. Gennie would probably prefer to surprise us with her ensemble for the evening."
XXXIV.

Out from the restaurant Lao-hu simply huffed at Gennie’s reaction, looking up for a second then glanced at the Cait Sidhe, pointing his thoughts at her, trying to keep them focused, narrow from spreading out. [Don’t break anything? Barred rooms and spaces?] he mused to her, sharing his thoughts with Touba as well through the familiar link. [I think I know where we want to go exploring...]

Agate smirked, [There's places I'm not allowed to go. Same goes for you and Her Fluffiness. It's probably better that way, but I have a feeling you're going to test those boundaries, aren't you?]

[Hey, that’s what cats do, don’t they?!] he grinned mischievously, his eyes alight with anticipation and eargerness. [Sniffing and shuffling into small places or from where they are banished. Or tried to be banished] he chuckled. 

[Touba is a master at entering such places] he complimented the fluty cat, scratching behind her ears what she honored with happy purring, her eyes lighting up with a spark of mischief as well.
[Cool. This'll be a game for all three of us--because I can keep the two of you guessing what I know, and I want to see what you can find.] Agate chuckled mentally--and hearing a puma snicker wasn't exactly ordinary.

[Ah, another test on our abilities, you hear that, Touba?] Striped looked down on his purring familiar. [Nothing compares to the first few days in a new place, with new masters and a place to live.]

“Who cares, Master, while we can have fun?” she replied aloud how she was more comfortable, in spite of her hard Chinese accent on the English. “Someone must provide the mischief and fun now that the Spawn left.”

[As long as it's not the extent of mischief. Some's good, keeps everyone on their toes and lively...but the Spawn were generally overwhelming to everyone.] Agate confided in the pair, [So, now it's time t'work on Juju's mental health and letting him discover that he's got worth and something  to offer the world...And if his cuteness and sweet temperament don't shine through now that he's not eclipsed by his elder brothers, we're going to have to help him along a bit by example...]

[Well, they were a baker’s dozen, we are only two -- or three if I count Touba twice, surely we can’t cause that much trouble...] replied Lao-hu teasing his familiar who replied with a indignant huff, letting her claws sink into his flesh a little as he held her in his arms but that only made his grin wider.

[We’ll help where we can, it isn’t the cats we have problems to live with and get on friendly terms,] he smiled wryly.

The lavender Cait Sidhe stalked into the shop, [Want to slip into something more comfortable, Biao? You'll get a lot further if you do.]

And with that, Agate shrunk from the size of a large Bengal tiger to a large, 30 pound magicat. [And do shrink down t'our size?]

[Sure] he nodded and the soft glow surrounded him immediately which seemed to cover his transformations. Behind the veil he changed, fur grew on him, claws, fangs and stripes appeared while his clothes lost their texture, dissolving into the magic. At the end a good-sized toyger stood next to the bigger puma. He was smaller, no questions at that, around 15-20 pounds at max, but otherwise he resembled a Bengal tiger in every detail.
[Will this do?] he asked, looking around from this new perspective in the shop where they stood. [I am able to take any tiger’s form which ever walked the Earth and Heaven - except the full white versions. Yet.]

[That'll work. Follow me, please...] Agate indicated as she lightly jumped to the counter top of the jewelery display case and then walked daintily along -- brushing against things placed there, but not dislodging anything as she headed toward a spot where they could jump to the shelves behind the display cases, and walk along the top. It was a slightly longer jump than an ordinary cat would attempt easily, but Agate made it with no problems, [...come on up. We're going to see the cat's eye view and I'll let you see what you can see from here. Do join me?]
Lao-hu measured the height and the obstacles, then fastened his muscles and jumped. He made easily to the countertop, then followed the Cait Sidhe’s way between the things what were placed on the case. He moved gracefully on his own way but his steps were more forceful, carrying an inner strength just like his magics, probably not noticed by him. This resulted a few stronger brushes than what would be lucky, once almost resulting an accident. When he reached the end he used the momentum he gathered and easily jumped up next to the lavender cat.
Touba followed suit but she did it more carefully and on a more liquid way, perhaps her feminine nature helping her to be that graceful. Like a princess on egg-shells she flew, her fur waving around her in a soft motion. She even made up to the top shelf but for that she utilized her own magic, lightening her weight for the jump.
[Okay, where now?] Lao-hu looked at Agate once the fluffy cat accompanied them.
[We're going around the cabinet tops to a sort of scuttle-hole where we'll fit. The Spawn used to hide in a few spaces and we're going to make sure we're not missing anything important that they stashed, for starters.]  Agate replied as she led them toward a loose metal 'tile' from the cieling. She pulled it down with a paw and peered up into the dark space, [How's your night vision, Biao? I know Touba's got what's typical for a Pallas cat t'have.]
[Search & Rescue, understood] nodded Lao-hu, idly scratching behind his right ear with his hind leg, the sneezing softly. [So they were not only funny problem but kind of thieves as well? Magpie or dragon version? Just to know what to expect...] he looked at the bigger cat, his mismatched eyes helding the question.

[Probably a bit of both.] Agate replied as she pulled herself fully up into the space, [Follow me...carefully. There's some light up here.]

[My eyes are as good as any cats] chimed in Touba, her tail twitching excitedly. [If we enter spaces without any light source, one of you’ll have to create some light for me to see, that’s all.]

[I can see very well in darkness; that came with the Eyes of the Tiger] said Striped, his mental voice holding back a laughter seeing Touba’s excitement. [It’ll help to see things how they really are, through most veils if something is pulled around them be it mundane or magical in nature.]
[Good, good.] the Cait Sidhe replied as she waited for the other two to join her. [I think we've got some of the typical cat toys and such up here...those, we'll bat down the drainage pipe t'send outside. We're looking for the 'good' stuff...]

Striped jumped after the bigger cat, looking around in the dusty place. [Why not casting a Detect Magic cantrip then? Would the normal aegis of the shop dampen it useless?] he asked as he sniffed into the air and flashed his Tigersight on with a focused blink, extending his magical senses to detect any unusual pattern in the air and the other things stuffed there.
[The shop's so magical we'd not notise the difference, but with your magically sensitive nose, we shouldn't have a problem, now should we?] Agate replied smugly. [We'll find what we find, when we find it—and you need practice at being a cat.]

[Do I sense sarcasm or do I sense it?] bared a fang Striped or two in reply, tail twitching sideways showing the cat’s way of fuming. Still, he knew that the Cait Sidhe is right that was why he asked how he asked the question about detection, but he was confident in his ability to smell out magical stuff, not only items but spells or lingering threads of once-cast spells as well so he shrugged elegantly and tiptoed forward.

And as they went, there were also remains of dried mice and birds, catnip filled toys, strings, ribbons, all manner of things that kittens and young cats would want to collect and play with...
Both Touba and Lao-hu examined everything, poking and batting at them curiously, especially what held the tantalizing scent of the catnip on them. They remained focused on the task, though that requested considerable amount of willpower from them. Being filled up to their neck with great food helped a lot. Still, a purple octopoid plush figurine marvelously landed in a safe corner after a few tentative then more excited batting as it rattled softly and showed some use... The toyger’s eyes wandered back to that direction from time to time, hiding some guilt...
There were other catnip toys, but most weren't really worth saving. It'd take them a while to get everything out the rain spout over the dumpster, but they'd likely be rewarded by some good finds as they went along—and so it was, they found some special feathers, strings of magical beads, some semi-precious gems that were in the shape polished spheres--aka a ball. But there was something that smelled...interesting...to Biao, and it didn't seem to be catnip...question was, what was it, and where'd it come from?
He stopped at the spot where the scent caught his nose, retreated a few steps and sneaked forward once more, senses on alert for any change be it as minimal as he could catch. His mouth hung open as he took in the air through his Jacobson-organ to get it more detailed. His whiskers shivered as he turned his head from side to side, while his sharp, all-seeing eyes looked around for more clues to pinpoint the strange scent’s source...
